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Dissertation Abstract
Eliminating Suffering through the Birth of Metta: A Critical Hermeneutic Inquiry of the
Identity and Ethical Intention of Selected Monks of Burma
The September 2007 Saffron Revolution profoundly brought to the attention of
the world the struggle between the Theravada Buddhist monks of Burma and the State
Peace and Development Council, the successors of a military regime that came to power
shortly after Britain removed their occupying forces from Burma in 1947. Approximately
50,000 monks took to the streets in an unprecedented display of imagination, courage,
and selfless resolve; that resolve was met by a military regime with an equally
unprecedented display of violence, brutality, and inhumanity. This text explores the
identity and ethical intention of selected monks of Burma – the monks of the Saffron
Revolution.
The research protocol is guided by the critical hermeneutic tradition as described
by Herda (1999). The research categories used to guide this research included Martin
Heidegger’s Care (1962), and Paul Ricoeur’s Identity and Ethical Intention (1992; 1984).
The narratives from my conversation partners, text analysis, and research findings
show that understanding the identity and ethical intention, grounded in care, of selected
monks of Burma has potential to lessen social injustice and social challenges of many
kinds. The findings of the research are: vipassana – insightful contemplation – orientates
the monk toward the other; the monk’s identity is partially formed by the wishing of luck;
and, the root of the monks’ everyday actions is metta – loving-kindness. The first finding
identifies the unique positioning of the monks toward the laity in particular, and the other
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in general. The second finding acknowledges the socially formative and symbiotic nature
of luck-wishing. The last finding identifies the fundamental tenet by which the monks
derive their impetus to act on behalf of the people of Burma.
This research project has significant and direct implications for action in the
public sphere, leadership development, and program and policy development. These
practical implications include: the importance of creating platforms between leaders and
constituents that express a person’s authentic being in community; complementing
professional development with a focus upon relationship building and reciprocity; and,
augmenting program and policy assessments with narratives from social, professional and
or religious contexts.
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CHAPTER ONE
RESEARCH FOCUS
Since I was blinded by a deeply unrecognized level of ignorance, I feel more sympathy
when I see others that are so deluded. But it was all those long years in prison and my
years as a monk that really made me appreciate metta (U Tu in Clements 1997: 292).
Introduction
It was the year 2007; gradually the streets became swollen with a sea of crimson.
Buddhist services in cities in every state of Burma were either postponed or came to a
sudden halt. Then the cell phones of the long oppressed Burmese people began ringing all
across Burma, informing the nation that their monks were rising up; the Saffron
Revolution was born. For many world citizens, the Saffron Revolution put Burma on the
map. Burmese monks were known as purveyors of peace, holding values such as loving
kindness and leading lives of contemplation. By and large monks were thought to be
hermits and many believed that the Burmese people were just as passive, content with the
basics in life as they supported the monks with alms and monastic rituals. The Saffron
Revolution represented a dramatic stand in opposition to the violence and inhumanity of
the military regime that has controlled Burma in one way or the other since the British
occupation ended in 1947. The monks’ nonviolent protests poignantly represented the
contrast between the tactics of this regime and the traditional nurturing values associated
with the monks.
The September 2007 Saffron Revolution profoundly brought to the attention of
the world the struggle between two groups who both profess to exercise the same
Theravada Buddhist tenets (Houtman 1999: iv). The two groups that clashed were
specifically identified as Theravada Buddhist monks and the State Peace and
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Development Council (SPDC), which represents the ruling government of Burma. The
protest occurred as a reaction by the monks when the government raised the price of fuel
oil 500%, an action that was thought to be inhumane because of the likelihood that it
would result in severe food shortages. As a result, roughly 50,000 monks took to the
streets in an unprecedented display of imagination, courage, and selfless resolve; that
resolve was met by a military regime with an equally unprecedented display of violence,
brutality, and inhumanity (Anonymous 2007: 236). This text explores the ethical
intention and narrative identity of the monks of Burma – the monks of the Saffron
Revolution.
I have made the supposition that the participatory inquiry of the hermeneutic
tradition has the capacity to provide ethical wisdom to interpret the clash between the
traditional nurturing values associated with the monks, including their non-violent
protests, and the violence and inhumanity of the military regime that has controlled
Burma in one way or the other since the British occupation ended in 1947. Further, I have
made the supposition that reflection upon the narrative associated with the identity and
ethical intention of the monks of Burma may lead to new insights for those battling social
challenges all over the world.
This conflict may have global implications as issues of progress, power, and
values clash in many regions of the world. What do the monk’s actions say to those who
desire more ethical outcomes in their own parts of the world? My focus is the ethical
values that provide foundation for cultures that are grounded in religious tenets. The
monks’ example of standing firm against the inhumanity of the SPDC inspires. They
offer hope to the world that ethical values associated with loving-kindness, solicitude,
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and friendship are not lost. Progress in the face of social injustice in any form must be
informed by ethical action. This research considers the narratives and identity of the
monks of Burma to better understand their motivations and inspire new efforts that
ground action in ethical consideration.
My research site is Yangon, Burma, a thriving center of Theravada Buddhism and
Burmese culture and one of the many cities where the monks rose up forming the Saffron
Revolution. In terms of theory, this text draws upon the hermeneutic concepts of Identity,
Care and Ethical Intention. The guiding questions or research directives for this text
invite the research participant to engage in dialogue around the stories that reveal the
identity of the monks of Burma; the ideas, religious tenets, and relationships that connect
the monkhood to the people of Burma; and the contemporary events that seem to have
changed the monks.
Statement of the Issue
This research seeks to discover and illumine the ethical intention and identity of
the monks of Burma. My impetus to study the Buddhists monks stemmed from their 2007
world-stopping stand for justice. This protest was for many monks a path to martyrdom;
many monks were beaten and suffered mortal wounds shortly after the SPDC cracked
down on the protestors (Deats 2008). The Saffron Revolution was not the only time that
the monks have raised up to challenge social injustice; in modern times the monks have
participated or initiated four modern protests (Harvey 2000; Smith 1997; Trager 1966),
but the Saffron Revolution instigated what is arguably the most violent crackdown upon
the protests.
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My selected participants are a representative selection of the entire body of
monks in Burma. They may or may not be a precise representation. More exactly, the
story of the selected monks is a “construct(Adler) of a reading” that “takes us into the
heart of that …interpretation” (Geertz 1973: 18). This interpretation of the ethical
intentions and identity of selected Burmese monks relies on the “power of the scientific
imagination to bring us into touch with the lives of strangers.” In these words of Geertz
(1973: 16), the “strangers,” in this case refer to the many anonymous and faceless monks
of Burma. In other words, the selected Monks tell a story and I hope to give that story an
interpretation that brings the reader into an understanding of all the Monks. Of course,
another researcher would more than likely have another interpretation. I do not have
direct access to all the monks “but only that small part [the Burmese monks], which our
informants can lead us into understanding” (1973: 20). My hope is that the story
presented here may help make known a new understanding of the plight and nature of the
Burmese monks.
This inquiry relies heavily upon the theory of Paul Ricoeur, who suggests that we
are always in relationship with the other; the variance is the type of relationship, which is
informed by our ethics. Further, this inquiry is informed by the understanding that ethics
is the goal of an accomplished life (Ricoeur 1992: 183-185). The 2007 protest exposed a
relationship between the monks and the people of Burma that has been sustained over
decades despite violent crackdowns. What sustains this relationship of solicitude despite
the costs? Ricoeur suggests that the core of what sustains our relationships with the other
is the dialectic between sameness and selfhood. Ricoeur (1992: 116) furthers that identity
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includes the idem, or sameness, as in permanence over time, and the ipse, or selfhood,
towards that which maintains the self. He asserts that narrative identity mediates between
the two in such a way that character does not change; sameness of character is sustained.
Character sustains relationships over the long haul and informs new relationships. This
study seeks to understand the tenets, ethical intention, and actions that sustain the
character and personal identity of the monks to consider solicitude and ethical action
towards the people of Burma.
I use the critical hermeneutic orientation through the protocol of participatory
inquiry to explore care, identity, and ethical intention. Through the back and forth
conversation of participatory inquiry the researcher adopts an orientation of openness to
the voice of the other. Also, through this play in the form of conversation the researcher’s
voice is made known. In hermeneutic participatory research, Herda (1999: 3) states that
the researcher’s intention is to yield interpretations that “lead to ontologically changed
selves in relationship to others.” This is not an easy task. Where epistemological
explanations are useful methods to collect and analyze data, interpretations do far more
“serving as a basis for judgments,” because they contain moral imperatives (Herda 1999:
3). This changed self has increased potentiality through participatory inquiry to invoke
new actions based upon new understandings of moral imperatives visited in conversation.
Thus hermeneutic participatory research invokes the need for human community within
the research process, enabling social science inquiry to go “beyond intellectual, technical
enterprises to more philosophical and practical projects” (Herda 1999: 3). Of particular
concern for this project is understanding how the Burmese monks invoke solicitudeleading action. The interpretive tradition provides a lens to understand how people
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employ ethical action to lessen social injustice. This play – back and forth conversation,
through the participatory protocol – creates a new shared understanding between the
participant and the researcher, which has the capacity to change the world as ethical
action is not only invoked but reinterpreted, affirmed, and redeployed through the new
lens of understanding. It is my hope that the ontological orientation of this study may
provide new understandings for worldwide leaders rooted in the solicitude-leading
actions of the Buddhist monks.
Background on the Issue
On September 5, 2007, a peaceful protest in Pakokku over a 500% rise in fuel oil
cost was forcefully broken up by the military regime (Anonymous 2007: 242). Pakokku
is in central Burma below the junction of the Irawaddy and Chindwin rivers. The monks
responded to the military regime’s crackdown by organizing a multiple city protest (Thi
2008). “Gradually, tens of thousands of monks protested and withdrew their religious
services from the military and their families” (Anonymous 2007: 242). In addition, an
uncertain number of Buddhist nuns also took to the streets as part of this protest. A
revolution was birthed that many hailed as the “Saffron Revolution” because of the color
commonly associated with the Buddhist Monk’s robes (See Figure 1).
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Figure 1: The Saffron Revolution – Theravada Buddhists monks actually wear
crimson robes (http://ratchasima.net/saffron-revolution/)

Burma has the largest concentration of practicing Buddhists in any of the South
East Asia countries (Anonymous 2007: 236). In a country of barely 50,000,000, the
Saffron Revolution was comprised of 50,000 of the roughly 500,000 monks (Anonymous
2007: 236). The 50,000 represented only ordained monks, as the novices and students are
not allowed to leave the monastery or university (conversation with Sayadaw, leading
monk, U Dhammapiya in 2008). The ordained monks who protested are adults who chose
to pursue the monkhood as a full-time vocation, or life calling.
The Saffron Revolution was not an isolated protest; rather, there were 155
protests in 56 different cities (Thi 2008) comprising nearly every state in the Union of
Burma, with all of the protests including the monks (see Appendix A). The Saffron
Revolution is not the only event that highlights the difference between the ethical
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intention of the Buddhist monks and the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC);
however, the Saffron Revolution caught the attention of the world as a bloody event.
In 2008 a cyclone hit Burma, ravaging most of the country and causing
disruptions, chaos, and immediate uncertainty. The SPDC response was judged
insufficient and inhumane, which seemed contrary to the Buddhist tenets, which they
allegedly adhere to. According to one nameless monk commenting upon the SPDC
response (May 2, 2008), “for the government, these people are no more than dead
animals in the fields” (Anonymous 2008). The SPDC reaction during and after Cyclone
Nargis seemed to operate in contrast to the Theravada Buddhist tenet metta, lovingkindness. Relief was delayed to Burman citizens, and the SPDC prevented international
aid to the ethnic tribes in southern Burma from taking place (Anonymous 2008). The cry
of the people was for solicitude-leading action: action that invokes care, affection and
esteem, but the government’s response represented an opposite orientation.
Further, this lack of an expression of metta fundamentally defines the consistent
actions of the SPDC. Since 1988, the military regime has rejected calls for religious
pluralism, liberal democracy, and the assimilation of the diverse minority groups into a
unified national whole. They have also resisted the democratically elected leadership of
Aung San Suu Kyi, who was elected prime minister in 1988. Aung San Suu Kyi has been
under house arrest most of the twenty years since the election. Many suggest that Aung
San Suu Kyi, is the de facto spiritual leader of Burma (Sengupta 1998: 44).
Like Suu Kyi, monks have been imprisoned and many have lost their lives.
Throughout this societal turmoil, the Buddhist monks have courageously advocated for
the people of Burma. One monk was overheard saying that his initial reason for
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participating in the Saffron Revolution was that he was hungry but that personal hunger
turned to a thirst for justice as his involvement in the protests deepened (Anonymous
2008). His thirst for justice was based upon the knowledge that the people from whom he
begged for alms were hungry for the bare necessities in life given the rise in fuel costs,
among many other hardships.
Significance of the Study
This research may contribute a new understanding of the identity and ethical
intention of selected present day Burmese Buddhist monks towards lessening social
injustice. It is not necessary to search long or hard to find the lack of basic resources for
oppressed people, especially women and children. Social injustices, including violence
against women and children, the presence of oppressive military regimes and
dictatorships, terrorism, an expanding disparity between the haves and the have nots, and
the suppression of freedom and human rights is seemingly increasing (Chung 2005; ElAd 2008; Fisk 2008; Osava 2007; Swapan 2008). Further, much focus has been placed
upon the plight of people with HIV in Africa who find themselves used as bargaining
chips by regimes and international agencies who would hold their medicine hostage (Kon
and Lackan 2008; McNeil 2004; Quick, et al. 2005). Also, equally large threats loom in
both Africa and Southeast Asia as international agencies and governments withhold or
resell vital supplies in inequitable ways that have the potential to prevent the spread of
malaria (Chuma and Molyneux 2009; Ednacot 2009; Marris 2007). Natural disasters such
as Hurricane Katrina in the United States and Cyclone Nargis in Burma exacerbate the
suffering caused by social injustice. The consistent and unified actions of the monks of
Burma to sustain and live out their ethical intention as informed by the tenets of
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Buddhism by taking stands against social injustice may provide a model of justice in
action that carries potential to inform. Universities, which are increasing their emphasis
on curricula focused on social justice issues, require increased research focus on ethical
models for enabling better solutions. This study may contribute to these efforts by adding
ideas and informing curriculum and policy studies.
Summary
The Saffron Revolution profoundly brought to the attention of the world the
struggle between two groups who both allege to exercise the same Theravada Buddhist
tenets expressed in very divergent actions. The interpretive tradition provides a lens to
understand how people employ ethical action to lessen social injustice. The ontological
orientation of this study may lead to new understandings for worldwide religious leaders
rooted in the solicitude-leading actions of the Buddhist monks. I use critical hermeneutic
theory and the research protocol of conversation-based inquiry to understand how the
Buddhism of the monks of Burma sustains ethical action and, consequently, possibly the
resolution of social injustice. The ontological orientation of this study provides a model
of justice in action that carries potential to inform, contribute to curriculum and policy
studies, and present the monks as a model of sustainable leadership.
Throughout the turmoil in Burma, the Buddhist monks have courageously
advocated for the people of Burma, often summoned to martyrdom along the journey.
The main focus of this text is to explore and understand the ethical intention and identity
of selected present day Burmese Buddhist monks that sustains their solicitude-leading
action. Chapter One discusses the Research Focus. Chapter Two presents the Background
of Burma. Chapter Three contains the Review of Literature. Chapter Four reviews the
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Research Process in detail. Chapter Five addresses the Data Presentation and Preliminary
Analysis. Chapter Six presents the Secondary Analysis, and finally Chapter Seven offers
Findings and Implications and includes Personal Reflections from the researcher.
Appendix B offers a glossary of Burmese and Pali terms used in the creation of this text.
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CHAPTER TWO
BACKGROUND OF BURMA
Their fright is stronger than their faith, or commitment to Dhamma (U Gambira,
speaking of the regime in Clements 2008: 226-227).
Introduction
Burma has endured political upheaval and civil unrest in one shape or the other
for centuries. A review shows that Burma had three empirical dynasties, was forced to
pay tribute to Kublai Khan (Mongols), experienced both British and (brief) Japanese
colonial occupation, had short periods of democracy, and is now controlled by a military
regime, the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC. In the midst of this ongoing
upheaval, one constant has remained: a relationship of harmony with the Buddhist
monks. The main focus of this work is an exploration of the ethical intention and identity
of selected present day Burmese Buddhist monks. This exploration of Burma’s
background is grounded in that focus and occurs in three sections: the Burmans,
Theravada Buddhism, and the military regime; the latter of which has existed under
different names but has always held complete power. The current version of the military
regime is the SPDC.
This Chapter also provides background about Theravada Buddhism. Like
Buddhism, which has three main schools – Hinayana or Theravada, Mahayana, and
Tantric or Esoteric (Sengupta 1995) – Theravada Buddhism has variations. I discuss the
variety, or orders, of Theravada Buddhism in Chapter Three, the Review of Literature.
The integration of these background pieces exposes a need to briefly discuss
Burma’s suffering for democracy. The democratically elected leadership, which has not
been allowed to convene since elected in 1988, prefers the name Burma to the name
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Myanmar (Houtman 1999: 51). This preference in using Burma represents a symbolic
rejection of the SPDC. The SPDC rejects colloquial language, considering colloquialisms
to be subversive (Houtman 1999: 50). Burma is the English pronunciation of Bama,
which is considered a colloquialism or informal unschooled language; since 1989 the
military regime demands foreigners use Myanma, pronounced Myanmar. The SPDC
assumes that colloquialisms are subversive because they are the product of the
unschooled or informal social groupings; the SPDC version of national unity only
recognizes the authority and influence of those adhering to the formal education and
political standards of official SPDC protocol and education, hence anything not in their
camp is considered to undermine their standards. Houtman (1999: 53) posits that the
“Myanmafication” of Burma is ultimately about the regime’s efforts to “crowd out all
alternative concepts of unity.” This is another reason for the clash between the sangha –
brotherhood of monks – and the SPDC, a battle to influence and thus unify the country.
This Myanmafication program of the SPDC is discussed further in a section of this
Chapter about the rise to power of the military regime.
Burma and the Burmans
Historically, the largest ethnic group, Burmans (or Barmans), inhabit much of the
dry zone and the coast. The Burmans of today are descendents of those who came into
power after the unsuccessful attempt by China’s Nanzhao kingdom to conquer the Pyu in
the ninth century (Britannica 2008). The Shan are considered the second largest group,
though this has been disputed because upon conversion to Buddhism many Kachin
change groups. Because the Kachin identify with the Shan through religion (King and
Wilder 2003: 199), many switch to identify with the majority group. Further, upon
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marriage, many others cross ethnic groups. There are several groups that are associated
with the hill region, the most populous being the Karens, and they are found mostly in the
delta regions. All told the largest ethnic groups are as follows: Burman 68%, Shan 9%,
Karen 7%, Rakhine 4%, Chinese 3%, Indian 2%, Mon 2%, and other 5% (CIA 2009).
Khin Maung Nyunt, a Yangon University historian (in Houtman 1999: 72), asserts that
there are 135 distinct ethnic groups in Burma, all with some degree of organic
commonality amongst themselves. These distinct ethnic groups make up Burma’s
population of 48,000,000 - 50,000,000 (CIA 2009). However, Houtman (1999) asserts
that these 135 groups are not as distinct as claimed, that they exist primarily as a means
for the SPDC to segment, control, and discriminate against segments of the population at
whim, similar to the use of the social construct of race in the United States prior to and
during the Civil Rights era.
Two-thirds of Burmese people derive their income directly from agricultural
pursuits (Britannica 2008), which are inadequate to sustain even a modest lifestyle. As a
result, a large part of the economy of Burma is very diverse in its legality: Burma is the
number two supplier of opium in the world (Chronicle 2007; CIA 2009). Ironically, the
amount of irrigated land for crop production is 18,700 sq. km. (CIA 2009), which is less
than the national park that contains the largest tiger preserve in the world (Rabinowitz
2001). Burma remains a source country for human trafficking, the sexual exploitation of
women and children, and the conscription of all ages into various forms of forced labor
(Beyer 2001; Biemann 2005; White 2004). The conscription of boys as child soldiers is
one such forced labor enterprise that is directly attributed to the military regime (CIA
2009). Of special note is Biemann’s work (2005), which identifies women as the largest
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migrant population of South East Asia. The present globalization expressed as pancapitalism specifically defines sexual entertainment, rest, and recreation within the
context of the labor of women; central to this industry is the “commodification and
displacement of female bodies” (Biemann 2005) – or human trafficking. Pan-capitalism
is defined as the dominant political economy of production, consumption and order in
South East Asia. Globalization, according to Biemann (2005), is increasingly a gendered
process and the Burmese regime is exploiting this reality through the commodification of
women in the sex tourism industry across South East Asia as well as within Burma.
Notwithstanding, Burma has abundant natural resources including fuel sources and the
capacity to grow edible foodstuffs; unfortunately, these resources are often redirected for
political reasons to supply the military regime with commodities to fuel the hunger of the
military, and as exports to SPDC political partners such as China.
There are three very different zones of agriculture within Burma. In Zone I, the
drier Irawaddy delta is mostly devoted to growing rice. Zone II is comprised of the hills
and plateaus and is predominantly farmed by the ethnic minorities, particularly the
Kachin, who practice both shifting (King and Wilder 2003: 146), which is a rotation of
crops and animals, and slash and burn cultivation. The other zone, Zone III, is the
irrigated dry-zone in which cattle, sugarcane, cotton, and other crops are farmed.
However, none of these crops are economically significant as either food or as exported
goods; rather, farm raised Tilapia (fish) is the number two staple in the Burmese diet
(Britannica 2008).
Despite sanctions in place by the United Nations, United States and the European
Union, Chevron continues to supply the regime with oil and cash for their number two
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source of revenue, natural gas. This is possible due to a legal loophole in the language of
the sanctions– a grandfather clause for existing contracts (Goodman 2007: 20). Goodman
writes (2007),
fueling the military junta that has ruled for decades are Burma's natural-gas
reserves, controlled by the Burmese regime in partnership with the U.S.
multinational oil giant Chevron, the French oil company Total, and a Thai oil
firm. Offshore natural-gas facilities deliver their extracted gas to Thailand through
Burma's Yadana pipeline. The pipeline was built with slave labor, forced into
servitude by the Burmese military. The original pipeline partner, Unocal, was
sued (Baker and Gerlowski 2007) by Earth Rights International for the use of
slave labor. As soon as the suit was settled out of court [2005], Chevron bought
Unocal. (Goodman 2007: 20)
As already presented, politics are governed by a military junta or regime,
currently called the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), which solidified their
power over the country after the Four Eight Massacre, a slaughter that occurred during a
pro-democracy rally and killed 1,000 unarmed civilians (Branigin 1990). The Four Eight
Massacre is so named because it occurred on August 8, 1988. The massacre followed the
military’s institution of marshal law after a period of unrest.
In September 1988 the armed forces took control of the government, creating a
new ruling body, the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC). All
state organs, including the People’s Assembly, the Council of State, and the
Council of Ministers, were abolished, and their duties were assumed by the
SLORC. A Supreme Court was established as the supreme judicial authority, its
members appointed by the SLORC. (Britannica 2008)
The Burmese people understand the perspectives of the military regime as rejecting free
speech and other forms of opposition. The SPDC outlook and policies are summed up in
this propaganda piece called “Peoples’ Desire,” which is found on posters displayed
prominently around the country (Skidmore 2004: 70) and can also be found in the “New
Light of Myanmar” newspaper:
Oppose those relying on external elements, acting as stooges, holding negative
views.
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Oppose those trying to jeopardize stability of the state and progress of the nation.
Oppose foreign nations interfering in internal affairs of the state.
Crush all internal and external destructive elements as the common enemy.
In 1990, an election was held, despite the imposition of marshal law, the 1989
house arrest of the democratic candidate Aung San Suu Kyi, the forcible deportation of
all peacekeeping forces, and the alleged release of criminals who subsequently looted and
caused considerable mayhem. In this election, Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League of
Democracy party won by a landslide, but her continued house arrest and the general
chaos caused by the military regime’s machinations kept her from taking control of the
government. The last section of this Chapter discusses more about Aung San Suu Kyi and
the Burmese struggle for democracy. Past events, combined with the current political
tension, have merged in a Burmese narrative of two opposing groups: the freedom
fighters led by the Buddhist monks and Aung San Suu Kyi, and the oppressive military
regime, which is only impersonally connected to the people of Burma and which
maintains power by force. Both groups claim connections to the people of Burma based
upon the tenets of Theravada Buddhism, which is inextricably tied to both the history and
the identity of the Burmese people.
Burma and Theravada Buddhism
Sengupta (1995) states that Buddhist philosophy has two forms: Theravada (also
known as Hinayana outside of Thailand, Sri Lanka, and Burma); and Mahayana.
Theravada Buddhism emphasizes the teachings and achievements of the Lord Buddha,
while Mahayana Buddhism gives greater emphasis to “service to humanity and less to the
self-centric search for individual freedom” (Sengupta 1995). Zen (Chan) Buddhism is a
school of Mahayana Buddhism originally practiced in China, from where it spread to
Vietnam, Korea and Japan (McRae 2003: 154). A third form practiced in the Burmese
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Himalayan region and Tibet is Tantric Buddhism; however, some practitioners suggest
that the whole of Buddhism is Tantric, given Tantra is the “attainment of enlightenment”
regardless of whether one school stresses Tantra more than another (U Dhammapiya,
personal conversation, 2008; Sengupta 2005). Theravada Buddhism is the oldest
Buddhist school. It began in India (Gethin 1998: 1); however, it is relatively new in
South East Asian countries, having risen in popularity during the first millennia. When its
influence entered Burma, Theravada Buddhism was viewed as more rational and
modernist than Mahayana Buddhism, specifically because of the tendency to foster a
renewed sense of national identity, unity, and the capacity for sustainable nation building
(Jordt 2007; Morris 2006).
Theravada Buddhism became the predominant religion of Burma beginning with
its introduction during the reign of Anawrahta and solidifying over a long history in
which political interests intertwined with religious concerns to affect beliefs, actions, and
culture. From 1044 to 1886, Burma experienced three dynastic empires (Aung 1967).
The first empire was the dynasty of Anawrahta, which solidified the unification of Burma
by replacing warring kings with regional governors loyal to the union (Aung 1967: 31).
Anawrahta’s empire, the Pagan Empire, so named because it hailed out of the central
Burmese city Pagan, began to decline in 1234 after two centuries of mostly peace (Aung
1967: 63). During this decline, Kublai Khan completed his conquest of the Sung dynasty
of China (Aung 1967: 67). Khan was a Mongol and the commander of the Tatar army,
which was composed of a blend of unified Mongolian Khans and conquered Turkic
peoples. Although Burma had never paid tribute to China before, Khan ordered that all of
Southeast Asia do so. The Burmese king balked at this and invaded Kaungai in 1277, a
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southern Mongol territory, resulting in a series of Tatar campaigns that ended with the
fall of the Pagan Empire in 1287 (Aung 1967: 68). Subsequently, the unification that
Anawrahta had accomplished slowly fell apart with the Shan yielding the most influence
alongside of the Burmans and the Mons from Lower Burma (Aung 1967: 72-80). The
Khan’s pursuit of tribute never wavered, although they never attempted to occupy Burma.
The story of the second and third Burmese empires is one of ongoing competition
between Shan and Mon, who attempted to restore the union in the model of Anawrahta
while being continually harassed by Mongol China and their vassals. This upheaval
continued until the Chinese invasion of 1765 (Aung 1967: 199).
Though Burma’s history is long and complicated, it is the first empire under
Anawrahta that is of the most interest for this exploration seeking to understand the
identity and ethical intention of a selection of the Burmese Buddhist monks. During the
reign of Anawrahta from 1044 to 1112 (Aung 1967: 44), Theravada Buddhism came to
be the dominant religion of Burma because a Mon Monk, Shin Arahan, converted
Anawrahta to Theravadin Buddhism and subsequently through favoritism and influence
monasteries changed orders leading to today’s Burma, which has the largest
concentration of practicing Buddhists in a single country (Anonymous 2007: 235).
Mahayana had risen to prominence around the first century; however, Anawrahta disliked
the extent that Mahayana, after over 800 years of religious domination, had become
diluted with animism and astrology (Aung 1967: 34).
Anawrahta by happenstance gave audience to Shin Arahan, who was greatly
influenced by the Buddhism of Sri Lanka; Shin unintentionally opened the door for
Anawrahta to deal with his dissatisfaction with Mahayana Buddhism. Aung (1967: 32)
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writes: “Shin Arahan … ascetic and saintly (contrasted with the heavy-eating arrogant
Mahayana monks) … within a short period of time was able to convert Anawrahta to
Theravada Buddhism. … Now seized with genuine religious zeal [Anawrahta] assumed
the role of champion of his new faith.” With tremendous zeal Anawrahta fully embraced
Theravada Buddhism and the marriage of the monarchy to the monkhood; Houtman
(1999: 12) describes this marriage during the pre-colonialist period as the monks exerting
influence (awza) as the state or monarchy deployed authority (ana). Indeed, Theravada
Buddhism was carried to every state in the Union of Burma (Aung 1967). Despite the rise
and decline of three Burmese empires, ethnic upheaval, and invasions, Theravada
Buddhism never retreated after Anawrahta’s monarchial embrace. Houtman (1999: 7)
suggests that this interplay between Shin and Anawrahta put into place a system of
national unity influenced by the monks’ insights, mediated through just institutions of the
state, and developed within the community of the sangha, brotherhood of monks. The
original concept of national unity was defined in terms of the sangha and the monarchy;
legitimization of power was based upon legitimacy being given from the monks to the
monarchs (1999: 7). The unity amongst the sangha that in turn gave authority to the state
was terminated under British rule in 1886 and reemerged as two centers of unity, in the
sangha, and in the army community through a military practice of what Houtman (1999:
v) calls mental culture – specifically meditation and contemplation among other
Buddhists practices.
The current military regime, the SPDC allegedly holds to the tenets of Theravada
Buddhism, even funding Theravada Buddhist universities and other education interests
(Houtman 1999: iv), yet the regime’s interpretations of the same tenets as the monkhood
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have been called into question. U Gambira (in Clements 2008: 226-227), leader of the All
Burma Monks Alliance, speaks of the military regime’s Buddhism, saying, “it’s quite
simple, they are talking Buddhist talk, but not walking Buddhist walk.” U Gambira also
contends “their fright is stronger than their faith, or commitment to Dhamma.” Houtman
(1999: v, 6) asserts that underlying this gap between the military regimes religious belief
and practice is a fundamental tension between two cultures of Buddhists who both
espouse the use of insightful contemplation (vipassana) and meditation (samatha) in
identity-making and decision-making, but with radically different ethical intention. The
regime views Theravada Buddhism as their source of power or authority (ana) to exact a
brand of isolationist nationalism, enforced by the gun (Fallow 1988; Gatbonton 2001;
Marshall 2006); the monks see Buddhism as a source of influence (awza), on a path of
justice, loving-kindness (metta), and non-violence (Houtman 1999: 12). The military
regime’s Buddhism seizes upon the same nation building character of Theravada
Buddhism as Anawrahta did (Jordt 2007; Morris 2006), but the divergence according to
Houtman is that the regime wields their Buddhism through arbitrary authority, without
the mediation of wisdom – insight – found through vipassana, insightful contemplation,
and dispensed by the sangha’s influence, awza.
Burma’s history shows a rich meld between religion and the monarchy, which
was founded on the prospect of national identity and nation building. However, British
and Western expansionist powers viewed this blend as backward and consequently, 800
years of self-rule by Buddhist monarchy came to an end with the so called Anglo
(British)-Burmese Wars and subsequent occupation. The Theravada Buddhism based
concept of national unity reemerged post colonialization as a split between the army and
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the sangha, but within the army this became a doctrine of nationalism in isolation, what
some have called a hermit dictatorship. What follows is a brief background of the rise of
the hermit dictatorship of the military regime.
Burma and the Military Regime
To understand the rise of the military regime it is helpful to explore the British
entrée and exit from Burma, the legacy of General Aung San, General Ne Win’s pursuit
of oneness, and the Myanmafication of Burma. The latter is explored in the last section of
this Chapter.
Beginning in 1765, China attempted to invade Burma four times without success
(Aung 1967: 176). Three Anglo (British)-Burmese wars occurred after China’s failed
attempts (Aung 1967: 194). The first was invoked in 1824 when Burma invaded a
neighbor and the second in 1853 when the British invaded under the guise of rescuing the
Burmese from monastic rule because they were fearful of French expansion. The British
publicized this action as a rescue from the alleged tyranny of King Bodawpaya (Trager
1966: 29); however, Trager asserts that the reality was that the British distrusted a King
who showed no interest in capitalism. Thus began the age of Buddhism as the enemy of
development, which fueled the expansionist ideological tyranny of the British Empire.
Aung San Suu Kyi’s father, General Aung San, fled to Japan in 1939 with “thirty
comrades” to bargain with Japan rather than join the British (Trager 1966: 133). Japan
was supportive of the Burmese resistance groups because the British were providing
supplies and training to China in its war with Japan. In 1941, Aung San formed the
Burmese Independence Army (BIA) and fought against the British. Japan appointed a
cabinet in 1942 that included Aung San and a brief occupation by Japan ensued. British
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appointments later replaced this government after the defeat of Japan on May 2, 1945; by
this time Aung San and the BIA were fighting against Japan when Rangoon fell.
Nonetheless, Aung San was considered a traitor by the British (Trager 1966: 63). On July
19, 1947, Aung San was assassinated in a failed coup by henchmen of former prime
minister U Saw; U Saw was later hung for his complicity in the assassination (Trager
1966: 89). This was the same year that Burma declared independence from the British.
From 1947-1962, civil war raged in Burma as the communists, splinter resistance groups,
and religious and ethnic clashes that had been held in check by the British erupted
because monastic rule was decimated. These ethnic and religious groups called for
secession from the post-colonial Burmese union.
In reaction to secessionist drives for statehood, particularly by the Karen and
Kachin, then Captain Than Shwe assisted General Ne Win to gain power in the 1962
coup that ended Burma’s two decades of attempted democracy under prime minister U
Nu, who was ousted in the coup (Trager 1966: 198). One of the immediate policies of Ne
Win was to establish “The Burmese Way to Socialism” and chief amongst the
development strategies was that the “people acquire a sense of oneness,” which had been
a saying used by Aung San (Trager 1966: 200). Aung San sought a oneness based upon
democracy first with the expectation that as democracy bore fruit he would move his
government towards a socialism rooted in the tents of Theravada Buddhism, namely the
influence (awza) of the sangha, through the authority (ana) of the government. This was
not the only saying or conviction of Aung San that would be foundational to the military
regime’s understanding of national development and governance: Ne Win constructed his
public authority upon Aung San as the spiritual father of the army, and as architect of the
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independence struggle the regime used Aung San’s stratagem to initially guide their path
to democracy (Houtman 1999: 15, 16). This historical narrative came grinding to a halt
by the time Aung San Suu Kyi entered the political scene in 1998 claiming her father’s
political legacy. Aung San Suu Kyi proclaimed that the policies of Ne Win had lost sight
of Aung San’s political aspirations, mainly by ignoring the influence of the sangha and
trouncing democratic freedom (Houtman 1999: 16). The Burmese Way to Socialism
program was a blend of Buddhism and Marxism and a first step away from the national
unity and democracy agenda of Aung San.
Ne Win’s leadership has been widely criticized. Pittaway (2009) writes about a
recent visit to Yangon, calling Ne Win’s Burmese Way to Socialism “crackpot” and
noting with regretful irony that “abetted by the imposition of economic sanctions in the
name of democracy and human rights, [the program] has finally yielded a truly classless,
albeit anti-utopian, society.” Ne Win was the first general to espouse vipassana –
contemplation –through the Burmese Way and the first of four military regimes to rule
under the guise of one-party rule (Houtman 1999: 1). The oneness he sought was built
upon isolationist nationalism; thus he became the first hermit dictator. Ne Win’s concept
of oneness unfolded in 1963 through the expulsion of South Asians and Chinese by the
military, subsequent removal of Indians, and ethnic-cleansings of historically Burmese
minorities (Britannica 2008). The ethnic cleansing affected mainly the Shan, Mon,
Kachin and Karens, and has continued to this day. Kamdar (1999) reveals the impetus for
part of this isolationist based expulsion; the Indian was viewed as either “a capitalist, the
lowest of laborers, an exploiter, or a pariah” and the presence of the mostly merchant
class Indians was viewed for many as being “enslaved by the slaves (of the British)”
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(Kamdar 1999: 91). Internal infighting led to the ousting of Ne Win in 1988 and Than
Shwe came to power shortly after. Ne Win died under house arrest in 2002 (Anonymous
2002: 8). The lack of metta, rise in disregard for citizenry, and social injustice
perpetuated against women and children represents but a small taste of the outcome for
this Buddhist country, left decimated first by the British and then by a military regime
unable to restore the heritage of Anawrahta and Aung San, who had placed them on a
path to democracy.
Burmese Suffering for Democracy
Alongside the suffering occurring because of human trafficking, forced labor,
economic hardships, and the conscription of boys as child soldiers, the Burmese people
have also experienced unimaginable political suffering as they sought unsuccessfully for
democracy. This exploration will focus on two aspects of the suffering for democracy,
the imprisonment of Aung San Suu Kyi and the “Myanmafication” of Burma (Houtman
1999: 80).
Aung San Suu Kyi Imprisoned
Suu Kyi (1991: 206) built her campaign upon the words of her father, saying,
“democracy is the only ideology which is consistent with freedom.” Houtman (1999:
296) notes that the freedom she refers to is freedom from forced labor, portering – forced
transporting of goods - and imprisonment. Suu Kyi engaged in one year of campaigning
before she was imprisoned. Her most famous speech was given at the Shwedagon Pagoda
(see Figure 2) was received with such enthusiasm that it created a problem especially for
Burma, because it established her leadership so clearly that ten years later she would still
be questioning whether her emergence on the political scene had formulated an enduring
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ideology or birthed a cultic following (in Clements 1997: 62). She feared that her legacy
would repeat the events that followed her father’s assassination when the military regime
immediately took over because the people lacked an ideological passion for a democratic
movement. Hence, Suu Kyi’s final speech called for a revolution of the spirit that was
predicated upon the people’s embrace of their Buddhist tenets as an act of democratic
freedom grounded in their commitment to liberate their own minds from apathy and fear
(Houtman 1999: 301; Kyi 1991: 188, 195, 302). While Suu Kyi strove to use her father’s
name as a unifying force to prompt her people to be free from fear and embrace
transnationalism, the regime also used his name to assert a perpetual independence from
not just the British but any influence at all, promoting extreme isolationism (Houtman
1999: 15). Suu Kyi called upon the people to embrace a revolution of the spirit as a
democratic struggle to first cleanse their own minds, positing that only a people who are
spiritually free can sustain democracy.
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Figure 2: The Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon, Burma.
Suu Kyi was placed under house arrest in 1989 after criticizing Ne Win as being
out of step with her father’s program for democracy (Houtman 1999: 17). The Burmese
people continue to regard her with a zeal approaching a personality cult, so much so that
Suu Kyi repeatedly enjoins them to cleanse their minds and acknowledge that the
summons to democracy is their summons too. Capturing the broad nature of the need to
work together, she notes (in Clements 1997: 62) that “we can’t expect that boy [forced to
labor for the army] to stand up for himself alone. We’ve all got to help him. When we say
that everybody should develop a true sense of responsibility – part of that is to accept
one’s responsibility to others and never leave anybody to suffer by himself.” Suu Kyi
expresses surprise that others see her as individually important, partly due to her own
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spiritual tendencies. She notes that as she contemplates her own death, problems of the
present “shrivel into nothingness” (Clements 1997: 84). The regime attempts to portray
her as, “a woman of loose morals who prefers foreigners to Burmese men and set fire to
the nation” (Houtman 1999: 277). Yet through slander, imprisonment, and failing health,
her character and Buddhist convictions have not been imprisoned. She writes: “I never
learned to hate my captors … I liked most of them as human beings – I could never help
seeing the human side of them” (in Clements 1997:135). Houtman (1999: 279) posits that
the real threat to the regime’s authority is that the democratic values of Suu Kyi, as
informed by her Buddhism, exercises “integrative power,” influence or ana; her values of
truth, love, and justice mobilize a transnationality that transcends borders. Suu Kyi’s
influence calls forth the awza, authority, of the world community to intervene on behalf
of the people of Burma. Her concept of unity embraces the other, as contrasted with the
regime’s isolationist tendencies.
Less than a week after the monks took to the streets forming the Saffron
Revolution, the insane brutality started up yet again. Friedman (2007: 24) writes “local
residents crowded around the monastery told of soldiers lining up the monks one by one,
and bashing their heads against the brick monastery walls until they were lifeless.” Still,
hope cannot be quenched by brutality, for the battle of keeping hope alive has been
personified for over 18 years through Suu Kyi, who has been such a consistent voice for
nonviolence. Even through death and imprisonment the intentions of the actors – the
monks and Suu Kyi – reach out in love, “because their healthy human identity allows
them to recognize that the oppressor is also human” (DeYoung 2007: 101). Houtman
(1999: 303) furthers that the people actually cry out for the regime to lay down their
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weapons, practice vipassana, contemplation, and develop metta, loving-kindness.
Houtman (1999: 303) continues that this attitude is the way of Buddha, who once led the
life of violence; Anawrahta, prior to his conversion to Theravada Buddhism; and Tin U,
former general and colleague of Ne Win, who in prison entered into this revolution of the
spirit himself, through practicing vipassana. He said that,
since I know the worst in human nature it gives me more confidence to seek the
best in people. I've seen both sides –the dark and the light. I've seen it in myself,
from observing my mind through the practice of vipassana meditation. I have
come to realize that loving-kindness and compassion can be developed. If I can do
it, it gives me great hope that others can do it too. Since I was blinded by a deeply
unrecognized level of ignorance, I feel more sympathy when I see others that are
so deluded. But it was all those long years in prison and my years as a monk that
really made me appreciate metta. (U Tu in Clements 1997: 292)
Aung San Suu Kyi asserts that the path to democracy is not a path through violent
confrontation, rather through reconciliation with the regime (in Clements 1997: 166;
Houtman 1999: 302). However, the regime continues to retreat and isolate themselves
from the very constituency that seeks to extend forgiveness. Ironically this isolationism is
a direct product of the regime’s understanding or misunderstanding of the historic
relationship between monarchy and monastery, as they see themselves recast as a new
Buddhist sangha or military brotherhood (Houtman 1999: 80). This reinterpretation led to
a new program after the deposing of Ne Win, under the new leadership of Sein Lwin “the
butcher of Rangoon,” or the henchman of Ne Win (Richburg 1988). Sein Lwin was then
succeeded by Saw Maung and Saw Maung by Than Shwe, who is the present leader of
the military regime (Fallow 1988; Houtman 1999: 95; Nardi 2006). The new program and
successive programs since Ne Win steadily move away from the convictions of the father
of the army, Aung San, who emphasized the freedom of democracy grounded in freedom
from forced labor, portering, and imprisonment, and towards freedom defined solely as
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independence from foreign states (Houtman 1999: 94-104). Houtman (1999: 20) furthers
that Aung San’s program affirmed that after “national independence is attained,
democracy should precede any true socialism.”
The Myanmafication of Burma
The legacy of Ne Win reinterpreted by now the fourth regime leader, Than Shwe,
is a new program of a sort of freedom, one that Houtman (1999: 53) calls the
“Myanmafication” of Burma. Houtman continues,
the process of Myanmafication is to enforce a singular view of the past; to create
an impenetrable loka that people cannot enter into from outside, and people from
outside cannot contribute to. Just as the military bypassed democracy in favour of
socialism during the Ne Win era, and ‘freedom’ in favour of ‘national
independence’ (lut-lakyeì), so today the primary Buddhist connotations of nyi
nyut yeì as ‘harmony,’ unprejudicial to ethnic origin or culture, have been passed
over in favour of ‘unity’ framed in terms of Myanmar (Bamar) culture, and
‘reconciliation’ is bypassed in favour of ‘reconsolidation.’ …The consequences of
the army taking the place of the Sangha in the discourse of national unity are too
tragic to contemplate (Houtman 1999: 80).
Where loka is a concern with mundane affairs as opposed to transcendental ones
(Houtman 1999: 32). The military regime obsesses over mundane affairs of the everyday
life of the Burmans, and equally Burmese politics in the name of national unity, while at
the same time they attempt to form a new discourse on Burmese culture that eliminates
the influence of any authority but their own. National unity heretofore was a discourse
led by the sangha in consultation with a Buddhist monarchy. It is this new discourse
without the foundation of harmony and freedom that clashes with the monks’ national
discourse founded upon a historical narrative and centuries old monastic practices
eliminating suffering, re-birth, merit-making and or luck-wishing. I will use luck-wishing
throughout the dissertation to signify the Theravadin Buddhist practice of literally
wishing luck one to another, but not as in the western understanding of luck, rather the

30

Buddhist perspective is akin to wishing that one would receive favor as in an increase in
karma. This personal use distinguishes Luck-wishing from merit-making although some
of my research conversations use both analogously. However, merit-making also has an
expanded meaning as it often takes the form of philanthropy and other altruistic practices.
Further, this new discourse of the military regime around national unity locks out
the traditional voice of Buddhism in Burma and any group that is not considered worthy
of consolidation, such as Aung San Suu Kyi’s democratic movement. Thus,
Myanmafication is a program to create a new cultural dimension – loka – that only those
who have the regime’s assent can enter. The program of Myanmafication is much more
than a concern with changing the name, or English pronunciation from Burma to
Myanmar; the program is an intentional move away from the monkhood or sangha as
influence, to a military regime that has insulated their authority from outside influence –
awza. Myanmafication seeks the establishing of delineating markers between that which
is Burman and that which is foreign. This is important as this study seeks to understand
what sustains the ethical intention and narrative identity of the monks of Burma:
identifying the sameness and selfhood of the monks in this culture of redefining
Buddhism tenets. However, even defining what it means to be Burmese raises hard
questions. The military regime is not only attempting to reinterpret the democracy that
Aung San engendered and Suu Kyi champions, but also to reinterpret the understanding
of long held Buddhist tenets of national unity influenced by the spiritual leadership of the
sangha. With the early success of Suu Kyi in 1988, the regime saw themselves as the last
indigenous hope of Burma because Suu Kyi was considered tainted by marriage to a
British man. Hence, through a program of “rhetoric emphasizing Burma's boundaries,
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national independence and its ancient culture, they hoped [Myanmafication would help
to] assert their territorial rights” (Houtman 1999: 49).
The Myanmafication program has four attributes. These attributes define the
regime’s view of freedom; that vision is a “disciplined democracy” (Houtman 1999: 81).
The attributes are “rights to freedom exercised within the framework of the law;” rights
compatible with the structures of the State; and rights that are “in line with the historical
traditions, customs and culture of nationality.” They also include the concept that
democracy brings benefits in an equitable fashion “for all nationals within the framework
of national solidarity” (Houtman 1999: 81). The Ne Win-Than Shwe program has geared
up over this last decade in anticipation of the final chapter in Myanmafication’s
“disciplined democracy” as elections are expected spring 2010; the crown jewel of this
program is a May 2009 referendum ratifying a new constitution that virtually bans all
prior opposition leaders and gives the military 25% of seats in parliament as well as the
right of the sitting military chief to declare a state of emergency (Anonymous 2008;
Kazmin 2008). Houtman (1999: 53) furthers that the Myanmafication of Burma is
ultimately about the regime’s efforts to “crowd out all alternative concepts of unity,”
hence producing disciplined democracy at the cost of freedom.
Summary
This background of the Burmans and the political climate of Burma is
alternatively a narrative of two opposing groups: freedom fighters led by the Buddhist
monks and Aung San Suu Kyi, and the regime impersonally connected to the people of
Burma via laws that many consider to be illegitimately tied to the tenets of Theravada
Buddhism. Suu Kyi called upon the people to embrace a revolution of the spirit by firstly
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cleansing their own minds, encouraging the identity formation of a people who are
spiritually free by increasing their capacity to sustain democracy.
The thirst for unity and the reconciliation of a colonial past are constant themes in
exploring the background of Burma. The introduction of the British occupation split the
harmony between the monastery and the monarch into seemingly irreparable halves. One
writer says the path to reconciliation lies along the rejoining of monastic awza, influence,
and state ana, authority. Aung San’s oneness, Suu Kyi’s revolution of the spirit, and the
regime’s Myanmafication are all interpretations of Buddhist tenets; however, the
regime’s reinterpretation was shown to lack metta. Centuries of invasion and tyranny
have supplanted the marriage between a benevolent monarchy and the monastery. Today,
over sixty years after Burma declared independence from the British, the people of
Burma are still hoping for independence from a brutal regime and freedom for their
democratically elected leader Aung San Suu Kyi, who has been imprisoned for most of
the last 20 of those years.
The main focus of this work is an exploration of the ethical intention and identity
of selected present day Burmese Buddhist monks. Chapter Three considers literature that
explores a new understanding of the tenacious spiritual leadership that persists in spite of
the great costs of being governed by a brutal military regime. Specifically, Chapter Three
explores the intersection of Buddhism with Burmese society and culture, the monkhood
and spiritual leadership, and ethical action.

33

CHAPTER THREE
LITERATURE REVIEW ESSAY
The regime sees Buddhism as a truly universal value system based on techniques of
mental culture that liberates from culture, but [simultaneously] Buddhism [is seen] as an
enculturing rule based transactional system at the apex of which stands the regime itself
as the master of all transaction (Houtman 1999: 293).
Introduction
The main focus of this work is an exploration of the ethical intention and identity
of selected present day Burmese Buddhist monks. What stories seek to be told of the
monks of Burma? What are the ideas, religious tenets, and relationships that connect the
monkhood to the people of Burma? What present-day events have changed the monks,
and how? The monks as well as other religious leaders of Burma have stories to tell. This
chapter explores literature that expounds upon the Theravada Buddhist monk in society
and culture; the monkhood and spiritual leadership; and ethical intention.
The Theravada Buddhist Monk in Society and Culture
Theravada Buddhism, as all schools of Buddhism, evolved from the humble
beginnings of a wandering renunciant, Siddhartha Gautama, whose followers decided to
form long-term monastic communities of fellow renunciants called sanghas (Reynolds
and Carbine 2000: 5). These virtuous communities of men and women quickly developed
a causal relationship with society and religious adherents – laity – with fixed rules and
expectations for the integration of monks with society and the laity. A religious culture
was formed based upon the monks dispensing dharmic order – insights and instruction
based upon the sacred Pali text – in exchange for the material support of the laity and
synergy within the public sphere mostly achieved by asserting influence upon public
infrastructure (Reynolds and Carbine 2000: 5). This literature exploration of Theravada
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Buddhism in society and culture considers Monastic Pedagogy and the religious novice;
the variation of Theravada Buddhism in Burma; and the influence of Theravada
Buddhism upon economic and social development in Burma.
Monastic Pedagogy and the Religious Novice
The most prominent example of the symbiosis between Theravada Buddhism and
the society and culture of Burma is the rite of passage of boys into the sangha or
brotherhood of monks. Burmese parents consider it their duty to perform the shinbyu –
passage into the monastery – when their boys reach the age of seven or older (Reynolds
and Carbine 2000: 73; Watson 2008). Many of these boys go on from this shinbyu
experience to become novice monks.
Thananart (2000) sought to study the psychosocial changes in adolescents who
pursue ordination finding little prior research; however, Thananart did find a consistent
decline in western adolescents pursuing religious vocations, while in Theravada Buddhist
countries the practice of young boys entering the monkhood for life is steady. Samuels
(2004) conducted a study on the pedagogy of the sangha finding that the emphasis in Sri
Lankan Theravada Buddhism is upon action-oriented learning: doing, performing and
speaking. Samuels’ (2004: 956) study is part of a growing body of literature that
questions the role the Pali Canon plays in the religious instruction of novices, finding that
the canon’s role is more about performance than studying content. Samuel’s builds on the
work of Blackburn (1999), which found that the identity of the monkhood is more based
upon a practical lived-text of sermons and interpretive discussions than the formal and
traditional Pali Canon.
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Variations in Theravada Buddhism
Theravada Buddhism spread throughout South East Asia, beginning in India and
branching into three main schools – Hinayana or Theravada, Mahayana, and Tantric or
Esoteric (Reynolds and Carbine 2000; Sengupta 1995). Burmese Theravada Buddhism
has variations as well. Every country where Theravada Buddhism spread has different
monastic divisions called in Pali nikaya; the nikaya expresses the lineage of the particular
monastic division, much like last names in many cultures express patriarchal lineage
(Keown, et al. 2003: 98, 266; Scott 2006). The literature reveals two variations in
Burmese Theravada Buddhism: one, the rise of the lay driven yeiktha or meditation
center as separate from the influence of the sangha; and two, the modern existence of two
Theravada Buddhist monastic divisions or sects.
The Rise of Yeiktha: Lay Meditation Center
The literature reveals the concern of Theravada Buddhism as a path of the living
towards eliminating suffering for the religious adherent and merit-making as a salvation
ethic, with the intention of liberation from the cycles of rebirth and death from the
Theravadin worldview (Jordt 2007; Piker 1993; Reynolds and Carbine 2000). This meritmaking takes the form of supporting the sanghas financially, including various monastic
civic projects and providing for the basic needs of the monks as in clothing and food.
Another aspect of merit-making is towards the elimination of personal suffering and
vanity; this aspect, especially for the middle class, becomes a preoccupation for better life
conditions in the death rebirth cycles of this life from the Buddhist worldview (Jordt
2007: 95; Reynolds and Carbine 2000: 24). These cycles of death and rebirth can be
broken by the achieving of Nibbana (Burmese) or nirvana (Reynolds and Carbine 2000:
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4); the path to Nibbana is found by following the Noble Eight-fold path. The Noble
Eight-fold path is “right understanding, right thinking, right speech, right (temperate)
action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right meditation leading to
bliss” (Sengupta 1995). The reinterpretation of this path to Nibbana has produced the
most major change in Burmese Theravada Buddhism within the last century; that change
is the introduction of a lay led institution that is seen as either a rival to or a completion
of the sangha depending on the lens of the critic (Skidmore 2005: 50).
Jordt (2007: 17) and Reynolds and Carbine (2000: 5) discuss that traditional
Burmese and Buddhist culture is such that those in the sangha – brotherhood of monks –
strive for Nibbana and lay people support the sangha through material provisions and
other merit-making resources. Traditional Buddhist practice is for the lay Buddhist to
practice the Noble Eight-fold path, but such practice only gains a more favorable position
in the cycles of rebirth and does not provide a quick route to becoming an enlightened
Buddha (Reynolds and Carbine 2000: 5). With the rise of meditation centers in Burmese
culture and civic practice came a movement away from the traditional stance that
Nibbana was only for the vocational monk (Jordt 2007: 15). Skidmore (2005) and Jordt
(2007: 26) trace the rise of meditation centers to the Venerable Mahasi Sayadaw, and his
Mahasi Thathana Yeiktha, during the brief period where U Nu was Prime Minister,
shortly after the end of colonialism. Skidmore (2005: 43) furthers that what gave rise to
the meditation centers was the 1940’s detailed account by Mahasi Sayadaw, a well
respected monk who systematized the vipassana technique – insightful contemplation –
to include the possibility that the common person can experience enlightenment. These
yeiktha institutions followed the Buddhist custom of allowing kopaka apwe – guardian
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associations – an arrangement between lay donors and an attendant monk with the laity
having control of the meditation center through a congregational polity, including the
power to dismiss the monk, as opposed to the traditional arrangement of an abbot or
sayadaw who is in complete control of the sangha (Jordt 2007: 26). Skidmore (2005: 49)
continues that the legitimacy for the Yeiktha movement is a philosophical position that
Buddhism is now in the mid-point of a 5,000 year dispensation or sasana – this being the
age of the laity.
The concept of a dispensation is similar in theology; some studies on JudeoChristianity assume dispensations in the context of theological discussions (Allen 2007;
Gribben 2004; Young 2008). Schober (1989) asserts that the dispensation is not merely a
temporal undertaking as in Skidmore’s view, rather that which Gautama Buddha foresaw
as a path for the laity, a path to Nibbana. Carbine (2004) adds to the discussion from the
Shwegyin lens, or tradition, arguing that the continuity across the dispensation can only
be interpreted as monks conforming to fundamental canonical laws of Theravada
Buddhism by practicing meditation techniques that move them towards Nibbana;
Shwegyin is the orthodox arm of Buddhism in Burma with some 227 rules for monk
discipline. This division of Theravada Buddhism in Burma will be covered in detail in
the next section.
There are three examples of Burmese spiritual and democratic leaders who
support the prominent role of the yeiktha in Burmese society. First, Tin U, who was once
a general in charge of Ne Win’s military. He practiced vipassana – insightful meditation
- at a Thathana Yeiktha in Yangon, and eventually became a monk through that yeiktha’s
ordination (Houtman 1999). Second, Aung San Suu Kyi, who was a frequent donor to a
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few yeikthas in Yangon where her sons were novitiates (Houtman 1999: 294). Third, U
Nu, who actually presided over the first lay owned Yeiktha (Jordt 2007: 27-28). The
kopaka apwe societies – guardian associations – were in use prior to U Nu, but were not
normative cultural mainstays until U Nu made his attempt to make Buddhism the state
religion in 1954 (Houtman 1999: 287; Jordt 2007: 27). The British attempted to use the
kopaka apwes to undermine the influence of the sangha in Burmese society (Jordt 2007:
26; Piker 1993: 283). Cheesman (2003) furthers that this undermining of the sangha
influence by the British also included a new state mandate for public schooling, which
was simply enlarged by the military regime after colonialism ended to include the
military’s nationalistic objectives. Houtman (1999: 295) furthers that both Aung San Suu
Kyi and U Nu challenged the Burmese people to pursue democracy first by potentializing
their freedom from fear. In Suu Kyi’s and U Nu’s understanding, such freedom is made
possible by the lay pursuit of vipassana. Suu Kyi and U Nu also asserted that this pursuit
is only practical for lay adherents in yeikthas. The difference in praxis between the
yeiktha and the sangha is that in the sangha the monk is king and pursues Nibbana with
the support of the laity, and in the yeiktha the laity are king and the monk is attendant, yet
veneration for the monk is still upheld.
Modern Theravada Buddhist Orders: Thudhammin and Shwegyin Gaings
Theravada Buddhism has different sects or orders – gaing in Burmese, or in Pali
Nikaya. These gaings have a deeper meaning than mere sects, describing monastic
division or lineage (Keown, et al. 2003: 98, 266; Scott 2006). Burma today has two
gaings, the largest being Thudhamma and the lesser Shwegyin (Keown, et al. 2003: 266,
303). Common to both Theravada orders is a primacy of the Gautama Buddha and the
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sacred Pali text, also the consistent use of the Pali language transculturally (Reynolds and
Carbine 2000: 14). Gautama Buddha is the great teacher whose enlightenment is
celebrated as having occurred under the bodhi tree (see figure 3); he was known as the
first fully perfected yogin, or meditative saint (Reynolds and Carbine 2000: 2-4).
Common to the Burmese gaing is the Theravadin Buddhist doctrine that developed in the
culture and society of Burma to specifically form the identity of the monk; for this reason
some scholars argue that Burma does not have different sects since the variance is only
upon sangha practice and rules for discipline not doctrine, which is a common scholarly
delineation of one sect from another (Keown, et al. 2003: 98). Scott (2006) furthers this
reasoning, stating that the term sect or order is not helpful to describe Theravada
Buddhism variances for it connotes a Christian context of doctrinal differences that have
initiated reformation movements. By contrast, the case in Burmese Theravada Buddhism
is not disunity around the teachings of Gautama Buddha, but differences with the rules
for the monkhood’s daily living (Scott 2006). Scott’s (2006) study in Thailand shows that
there is a true sectarian movement as the Dhammakaya temple (circa 1970’s) is
embracing Mahayana Buddhist teachings in a country that has traditionally embraced
Theravadin teachings; thus, a true doctrinal difference Mahayana versus Theravada
Buddhism does exist and provides a context to interpret what is occurring in Burma.
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Figure 3: In Bodhgaya, India, stands a second bodhi tree grown from the stock of
the original bodhi tree where Gautama Buddha prayed and received enlightenment.
http://www.thezensite.com/BuddhistPhotos/BodhGaya_BodhiTree2.jpg

After the fall of the Pagan dynasty (14th century), Burma had six gaings based
upon affinity with Sri Lankan roots, forest monkhood or ethnic identity. In the 17th
century a split occurred based upon rules governing accoutrements resulting in at least
nine gaings. The Congregations of the Sangha of All Orders was convened in 1980,
resulting in a reunification that consolidated the sanghas into two gaings – Thudhamma
and the Shwegyin (Keown, et al. 2003: 998). In 1980, Thudhamma comprised some 89%
of the Burmese Buddhists monks (Keown, et al. 2003: 303). Myint-U’s (2001: 150) work
points out that the Shwegyin, with 7% of the Burmese Buddhist monks in 1980, do not
engage in political matters and their monkhood practices are considered more orthodox
than the moderate Thudhamma gaing; practices such as only one meal each day and
carrying alms bowls by hand as opposed to the use of a sling (Keown, et al. 2003: 266).
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The sling is used to ease the burden of carrying a full alms bowl. The remainder, a final
4% of the Burmese monks, practices Tantric or Mahayana Buddhism; for instance,
northernmost Burma has a considerable population of Tibetan (Tantric) Buddhists. It was
the Thudhamma gaing who was responsible for organizing the Saffron Revolution. U
Gambira (in Clements 2008: 229), the leader of the Thudhamma All Burma Monks
Alliance, says of the revolution “we did not ask the generals to give up their power,” the
call was to follow the path of General Aung San towards democracy and Dhamma
towards metta.
Theravada Buddhism Influence upon Economic and Social Capital Development
Sengupta (1995) explores the forms and meanings of Buddhism and speaks
against a tendency in the literature to portray Theravada Buddhism as expressed in South
East Asia as a hindrance to western development ideology and cultural modernization.
Both Sengupta (1995) and Piker (1993) speak of the capacity of Theravada Buddhism to
provide unity in the historical and cultural development of Burma and of the value that
Theravada Buddhism adds to the lives of the people of Burma. Piker (1993: 967) details a
five-point argument against the suggestion that Theravada Buddhism inherently hinders
western development and cultural modernization, implying that to call Theravada
Buddhism a hindrance is to infuse a Calvinistic European assessment. Escobar (1995: 44)
and de Rivero (2001: 117) have similar comments, although they speak of developing
nations in general; Escobar refers to development as a “goods derived” system as
opposed to an ideology that honors culture and Rivero refers to the “myth of
development” predicated upon dominance in the disguise of economic evolution, with a
premise that capitalism is certain and mandatory for the good life.
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In order to understand more about the debate regarding whether Theravada
Buddhism is an economic and social capital development hindrance or help, two final
divisions are useful. The first is a review of literature that explores the monkhood’s
capacity or reluctance to lead following the broad categories of initiative and tolerance.
The second is literature that expresses a paradox between the intersection of the
monkhood and Burmese society and culture given pragmatic realities of everyday life in
a post-colonialist world. These pragmatic realities of everyday life have led to
suggestions of a gap between Buddhist beliefs and reality, given demonstrable instances
of syncretism and parochialism in Buddhist practice.
Monkhood Initiative and Tolerance
A common aspect of the Thudhamma order of Burmese Theravada Buddhism is
the promotion of tolerance and individual initiative through the concept of namchai
(Limanonda 1995: 71). The normative expression of namchai is spontaneous compassion
and hospitality to strangers. Another tenet is that of krengchai, a reluctance to critique
another or engage directly in hostility, each of which is considered immature and a sign
of lack of self-control (Limanonda 1995: 76). Namchai and krengchai appear at first
glance to suggest a quiet and passive sangha – brotherhood of monks. For instance, how
can a monk simultaneously be reluctant to critique another and participate in a protest?
Rabinowitz (2001) presents a compelling narrative that namchai and krengchai
exist in harmony with the sangha’s propensity to take the initiative to stand up to the
military regime. Rabinowitz tells the story of U Tilawka (2001: 115), a missionary monk
to the northern highlands, who on one mountain pass was extending hospitality to passing
Tibetan traders and over the next few days on another mountain pass was participating
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with Rabinowitz in lecturing hunters on the ills of hunting pregnant wildlife (2001: 157).
Nardi (2006) points out several examples of this entrepreneurial compassion as well,
noting that monastic school education still thrives in rural villages while the same
monasteries fund modern high schools and hospitals because of the deplorable conditions
of government facilities (Nardi 2006: 61). In each example the monks are at the fore,
critiquing civil custom and adapting religious practice while simultaneously displaying
hospitality and tolerance.
At the heart of these tenets expressing initiative and tolerance are the Eight
Precepts, which focus on abstention from actions such as worldly pleasures and stealing
(Angutarra Nikaya Pali-Canon 1985). Clements and Suu Kyi (in Clements 2008: 51)
dream of a Burma where more people, including the regime, consider “practicing our
Buddhism, not just professing it” and they express special concurrence over keeping the
first precept – “not harming sentient beings,” a plea especially relevant given the violence
the Burmese people have experienced. Although the precepts of Buddhism call for nonviolence and abstaining from conflict, the proscription for compassion, or solicitude, was
repeatedly seen in studies as the impetus to move the monkhood towards protests and
taking stands to lessen social injustice (Ferrara 2003; Friedman 2007; Nardi 2006; Smith
1997; Thi 2008).
In 1988, at least 200 monks were charged with “offenses relating to religion”
(Nardi 2006: 51) and imprisoned with 1,200 alleged political insurgents. Nardi (2006: 62)
explains that pro-democracy protests and boycotts are normative for the monks, alluding
to four major modern government crackdowns each involving the monkhood.
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Smith (1997) outlines the four modern crackdowns. First, in 1939 at the All
Burma Union Conferences, the British sought to combine the Rangoon and Calcutta
Universities, which resulted in a nationalism drive amongst students. When British
officers subsequently beat the Union president, the monks rose up to protest in solidarity
with members of the Union. Of the 17 who were shot and mortally wounded, seven were
monks (Harvey 2000: 179; Trager 1966: 56). Second, in 1988 General Ne Win, who
began his rule by dynamiting the student union at the University of Rangoon, ordered his
troops to fire into a crowd of students who were protesting economic conditions and
military rule. This crackdown led to the 1990’s purge and imprisonment of 200 militant
monks charged with complicity in the protests. Third, in 1998 military informants
infiltrated the monk ranks following a protest over the alleged rape of a Buddhist girl by
Muslims. The families entered into a dialogue with each other and achieved an outcome
that both agreed was just, but the alleged rape was still used as means to provoke
violence, vandalization, mayhem, and murder in the Muslim community. Monks were
blamed for this revolt. And lastly, in 2007, the Saffron Revolution occurred. This is the
protest that represents the impetus for this research interest.
One final dichotomy found in the literature remains: to understand the intersection
of Buddhism, society, and culture given the impression of Theravada Buddhism as a
hindrance to the economic and social capital development of Burma. Studies (Clements
1997; Matsudo 2000; Morris 2006; Myint-U 2001; Samuels 2007) suggest a gap between
beliefs and reality, given demonstrable instances of syncretism and parochialism in
Buddhist practice.
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Reforming Theravada Buddhism: Belief-Reality Gaps
Theravada Buddhism in South East Asia is changing, or reforming, due to the
syncretistic needs of laity who desire to combine their traditional Buddhism with urban
individualism and personal spiritual practice (Matsudo 2000; Piker 1993). Modern
adherents often embrace syncretism to divest themselves of the central religious authority
of the monks who teach and model Dhamma, the teachings of Buddha, which
traditionally occurs through merit-making exchanges such as encouraging boys and men
to enter the monastery for extended spiritual training. This relatively new movement
parallels that of the rise in meditation centers (Jordt 2007: 15) and is referred to in the
literature as the “protestantization” of Theravada Buddhism (Matsudo 2000; Piker 1993).
The protestantization of Theravada Buddhism has been compared to the rise and reform
of Roman Catholicism (Piker 1993: 970). The essence of this protestantization is that lay
people are seeking their religious goals – piety, meditation, and spiritual maturation –
without the assistance of the monkhood (Matsudo 2000: 62). Protestantism in this sense
is not restricted to a particular time in history, nor a religious community in particular
(Matsudo 2000: 64); rather, to an intentional movement away from the monk as sole
spiritual authority and influence. Matsudo (2000: 64) further explains that what is
common amongst protestant movements is an individualization, which when coupled
with modernity spawns a religious secularization indicative more of expanding egotism
than renewed religious fervor and zeal. Thus a gap is suggested (Matsudo 2000: 62-64)
between authentic religious practice and syncretized religion – a belief-reality gap.
Burma’s protestant movement coincided with the reworking or “reforming” of
Theravada Buddhism to reflect the necessity to engage the populace, authoritatively,
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towards the “economic, social, and political development” interests of Burma postcolonization (Piker 1993: 970). However, Jordt (2007: 15) views this movement forming
from a philosophical argument over the efficacy of Nibbana – the cessation of death and
re-birth cycles culminating in achieving enlightenment. Skidmore (2005: 43) traces the
conceptual foundation of the meditation centers and thus the empowerment of the
syncretism of protestantization to Sayadaw Mahasi’s systematic teaching of a vipassana
technique for the common man or woman. Through the teachings of Sayadaw Mahasi,
women for the first time could enjoy direct access to the Pali scriptures were they so
inclined. Myint-U (2001: 148-151) goes back even further, suggesting that the rise in
meditation centers and protestantism are merely a continuation of the sangha reform that
began in the 1850’s when the rise in fundamentalist orders or sects forced the
predominant and moderate Thudhamma order to advocate meditation for all Buddhists,
not just the sangha. This was promoted in order to keep Buddhism relevant to a populace
who saw much corruption and personal gain in the monkhood ranks. This too presents a
belief reality gap, as the question of the piety of monks themselves is part of the reason
why reform was required.
In 1948, Prime Minister U Nu restored Buddhism as the state religion on the heels
of post-colonization, thus making it synonymous with national identity and anticipating
the nation building capacity of Theravada Buddhism (Jordt 2007: 218; Morris 2006: 76).
Sri Lankan Buddhism, also Theravadin, has seen similar protestantization due to
“population growth, rural impoverishment, urbanization, and centralized power” (Fowler
2007: 222). Schober (1995) details the heart of the rise in protestantism as the change in
“galactic polity” of the sangha – monkhood – whereby the merit-making ritual exchange
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(e.g., blessings for alms) was replaced by new egalitarianism pursuits post-colonialism.
Morris (2006: 64) concludes that this emphasis on egalitarianism – religious parity
between laity and monkhood – now pervasive in all Theravadin countries, de-emphasizes
the role of the sangha in the public space, specifically the mediation of salvation in the
Buddhist sense of the term. Jordt (2007: 26) states that the emphasis in the rise of the
meditation centers is not parity; rather, the monks are employed to enable the salvific
potential of the laity, as opposed to salvation being the lot only for the sangha. Morris
(2006: 67) furthers that Buddhist Protestantism is not just delimiting the spiritual
influence of the monks, but is in reality a “bourgeois fantasy that has no social reality.”
Be that as it may, Buddhist Protestantism has been manipulated by the regime to control
the masses, so what it may lack in social reality it appears to compensate for in the
abundance of military uses.
The military regime, post-colonization, continues the severance between the
monarchy state and sangha that began with annexation by the British in the 1880’s
(Cheesman 2003; Jordt 2007: 26; Myint-U 2001: 209-210; Piker 1993: 283). Many
Burmese and some British officials were aware that severance of state sangha ties would
destabilize traditional Buddhist functions (Myint-U 2001: 209), especially given the
relatively recent (1850’s) sangha reformation and gaing consolidation – the brotherhood
of monks and Theravada Buddhist orders. Also, instability was introduced, for the
monarchy traditionally appointed the head of the Thudhamma order and the British
severed this function (Myint-U 2001: 209). Notwithstanding, the British did not interfere
with the Thudhamma’s Council deliberating over “internal sangha disciplinary matters”
(Myint-U 2001: 210). While the British main interest was using lay leadership to pacify
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the peasants, the regime’s interest, starting in 1962, was using the lay system to
proselytize the pro-Socialism agenda of General Ne Win (Piker 1993: 283). Aung San
Suu Kyi (in Clements 1997: 27) comments upon the secularized Buddhism of the current
State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) saying, “it is not for me to say who is
Buddhist and who is not. But I must say that some of their actions are not consonant with
Buddhist teachings … there’s so little loving-kindness and compassion in what they say.”
The decay of secularization in the state regime presents another belief-reality gap, for it
no longer functions under the influence of the sangha, as the monarchy did postcolonization, yet it continues to profess Buddhist tenets.
The assumption in the literature is that Burmese have scarce capital to pour into
non-productive merit-making activities that are purely aesthetic, such as monastic
improvements and maintaining of Buddha icons because they are occupied with tending
to the most basic needs of monks such as food, clothing and shelter (Nardi 2006: 966).
Some monks are meeting the challenge of scarce resources by engaging in economic
development relationships with wealthy patrons and aligning monastic development on
behalf of such patron’s charitable interests. Samuels’ (2007) research in Sir Lanka
discusses monastic development in which wealthy lay patrons exert influence to build
temples where monastic orders had not previously chosen to do so, thus expanding
Buddhist patronage for lay purposes. Fisher (2008) explores temple building in China,
which often is neither about patronage nor monastic choice, but simply reasons related to
aesthetics or financial largess. Andaya (2002) further adds to the discussion by
illuminating what may lie behind the escalation of merit-making from simply taking care
of the needs of monks to the grandiose temple building mostly seen today. Andaya (2002:
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3-4) states that the historical model of the pious and generous royal wives is being
replicated today by modern lay women, who now have access via the yeikthas –
meditation centers – which was unknown in the days of royalty. Andaya (2002: 4)
continues, stating that women are commonly considered Theravada’s principal
supporters, yet the Pali canons express the message that “to be born a man instead of a
woman is evidence of [an inadequate store of merit].” The Yeiktha greatly enhances the
merit-making capacity of the Buddhist woman, hence potential to be born a man in the
next life. Which is important because given the traditional Pali interpretation, a woman
must be born a man to achieve Nibbana through the path of monastic enlightenment.
From more of a relational point of view, Aung San Suu Kyi (in Clements 1997:
209) argues that the worldliness versus scarce resource dilemma is not an indicator that
something is wrong with the trappings of individualism or excesses of protestantism per
se, as representative by possessing a house and a car; rather, the dilemma is being happy
with modest attainments while maintaining spiritual values that “[are] in line with
Buddhist thinking.” Samuels’ (2007: 772) suggests that the individualism that leads to
moral failure cuts both ways, noting that immorality by monks has not deterred laity from
ridiculing the monks they support; however, “perhaps what is most surprising is not that
lay people discuss … the failing of particular monks, but that many of the same lay
people continue to support and maintain contact with the very same monks who are the
butt of ridicule.” This ambiguity presented by merit-making that shapes the actions and
attitudes of the relationship between monk, monastery, and lay adherent presents a final
belief reality gap.
The intersection of Theravada Buddhism upon Burmese culture and society has
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led to considerable modernization, which initiated a reworking of Theravada Buddhism,
the religion of 84% of Burma (Britannica 2008). At each impasse, monastic sanghas have
risen to the challenge, often incorporating parochialism and individualism by expanding
community services, teaching, and praxis, if not reform and consolidation.
Notwithstanding, Theravada Buddhism has proven flexible enough to meet the
challenges to tradition and norms, even colonization. In order to further explore the
identity and ethical intention of the monkhood, it is important to consider what the
literature reveals about the monkhood’s leadership despite the limiting aspects of
meditation centers, military regimes, and the protestantization of Buddhism.
The Monkhood and Spiritual Leadership
Palmer (1998: 199) derives a definition of spiritual leader from the aim of any
given spiritual tradition saying, “the spiritual traditions all strive to penetrate the illusions
of the external world and to name its underlying truth – what it is, how it emerges, and
how we relate to it.” Bausch (1998: 241) uses vocational activity as platform to define
spiritual leadership saying, “the true meaning of work is spiritual … As such we are
called to be co-creators with our God or with each other in service to each other.” Herda
(2009) uses the metaphor of a calling in suggesting that a posture defines a leader; a
leader is not a leader because he or she chooses to be, rather authentic leaders are
summoned. Herda illustrates this metaphor of being summoned while telling the story of
Ta Taw, the leader of the Mlabri tribe of Nan Province, northern Thailand. Herda writes
of Ta Taw: “… he is the response to the question ‘where are you?’ asked by another who
needs him. His response in return ... [was] ‘here I am.’” It is the constancy of the “I” in

51

one’s answer that reveals one’s character and over time the leader is counted as a person
of self-constancy in relationship to others (Herda 2010: 202).
Aung San Suu Kyi (in Clements 1997: 208) also draws upon the idea of
relationship with others in her description of a leader. She speaks of a type of person who
could be considered a great leader, in her case, a religious leader, as one who exhibits
greatness in relationship to others. Great leaders do not appear in isolation but in
relationship with others. Specifically, she states:
… you would call a religious leader great if he inspired a lot of people to join in
his spiritual quest. But I wonder whether greatness is something that you speak of
out of the context of your relationship with others around you. … In general you
speak of greatness in the context of your relationships with others, what you
inspire in another (Aung San Suu Kyi in Clements 1997: 208).
Suu Kyi draws our attention to a context of the other as indicative of great
spiritual leadership achieving an accomplished life based upon relationships grounded in
friendship. Herda (2009) furthers this dimension of Suu Kyi and Bausch stating that
“leaders are held accountable for actions and are co-authors with the plot.”
Accountability and co-authoring in the same direction of greatness occurs in the
community around a leader, arguably amongst friends. Spiritual leadership is modeled by
relationships that further affection and esteem within an organization and without.
There appears to be a gap in the literature involving the monkhood’s spiritual
leadership. Most existing studies focus on the clash between the political leaders and the
monks (Dhammapiya 2007; Dietrich 1996; Friedman 2007; McRae 2003), and writings
either represent one or the other side of the four major modern crackdowns when the
monkhood rose up to face-down the military regime (Smith 1997: 26). Other studies trace
the historicity of Buddhism and the monk as a historical conduit to the Gautama Buddha
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(Jordt 2007; Matsudo 2000; McRae 2003; Sengupta 1995). Still other literature focuses
on performing tenets or following the monastic rules of the Pali Canon versus the
religious study of the canon as sacred text (Blackburn 1999; Gethin 1998; Samuels 2004).
There exists a wealth of writings outside of scholarly literature on the spiritual leadership
of the Dalai Lama (Tibetan Tantric Buddhism), and Chan or Zen Buddhism of China,
Korea and Japan (Andrade 2005; Ginsberg 2003; Lhundup 2002; Nanda 2008; Ni 2008;
Sappenfield and Ford 2008). However, there is little literature specifically on the spiritual
leadership of the Burmese or Theravadin monkhood outside of the background
chronicling the rise of the Theravadin meditation centers.
Given the protestantization of Buddhism and subsequent delimiting of the monks’
spiritual authority in everyday living, as attested to by Matsudo, Morris and Piker (2000;
2006; 1993) and the consistent stands for social justice, the lack of literature specifically
considering the spiritual leadership of the Burmese Theravadin monkhood is surprising.
Simply consider the first modern mass protest in 1939, led by the Thakins or student
Lords (Harvey 2000: 179) of the All Burma Union Conferences including members of
the non-violent pongyi brotherhood. Of the seventeen who were mortally wounded by
the British police, seven were pongyi monks (Trager 1966: 56). The story of a monkhood
that choose decade after decade to stand up to lessen social injustice demands to be told.
Further, this absence of literature is remarkable given the clarity of the Buddhism of
Aung San Suu Kyi, whom many suggest to be the de facto spiritual leader of Burma
(Sengupta 1998: 44).
There is a body of literature that would appear to lead this discussion away from
monks as spiritual leaders and towards monks as moral leaders. Houtman (1999: v, 6)
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asserts that underlying the tension between two cultures of Buddhism – the regime and
the sangha – is the use of contemplation (vipassana) and meditation (samatha) in identitymaking and decision-making. Houtman (1999: v) calls this use or interpretation of
meditation and contemplation mental culture. This raises a question about whether it is
appropriate to think of the monkhood as spiritual leadership. Chonyi (2003) suggests that
Buddhism is a means to “induce healthy and productive living, … so Buddhism is
Psychology; the study of the mind.” There is a body of scholarship that explores the
nature of Theravada Buddhism as Psychology or Philosophy. Dhiman (2009) identifies
the psychological aspect of Buddhism but stops short of identifying any monikers to
describe the leadership capacity of the monkhood other than practitioner or teacher.
Schober (2008: 256) puts forth that scholars of religion are newcomers to the field
of Burma, and that it was largely the colonial attempts of classifying world religions that
drew the attention of religious scholarship to Theravada Buddhism. Thurman (2001: 72)
expresses that the sustenance of Buddhism is the realization that “there is no selfhood
apart from relationships on the path to genuine freedom.” Thurman (2001: 72) continues
that rising above insecurities about identity is a spiritual endeavor, for the Buddhist,
insecurity is dispensed through meditation and contemplation. Houtman (1999: 8)
furthers that the rise in vipassana – insightful contemplation – is the Burmese attempt at
elevating their own indigenous form of leadership development towards democratic
freedom, but not freedom as a political endeavor.
Houtman (1999: 293) expresses that the tension in Burma is borne from spiritual
leaders like Aung San Suu Kyi and the monkhood who desire the essence of Buddhism to
transform character, as expressed in freedom coming to the fore through personal identity
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formation and by extension national identity formation. Houtman (1999: 293) continues,
noting that while the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) sees Buddhism “as a
truly universal value system based on techniques of mental culture that liberates from
culture, [it simultaneously sees] Buddhism as an enculturing rule-based transactional
system at the summit of which stands the regime itself as the master of all transaction.”
Buddhism is a tool, from the SPDC perspective, to liberate the Burmese people by
transactional rules, at the apex of which is a socialist culture with the regime as masters.
This creates a question as to whether the monks are spiritual leaders, philosophical
practitioners, mere moral leaders, or unwilling pawns of the regimes attempts at creating
a unified Burmese mental culture. This study aims to add to the literature a new
understanding of the Burmese monks as a model of spiritual leadership.
Metta and Merit-Making as Ethical Action and Intention
Ricoeur (1984: 135), in articulating his theory of action, loosely defines action as
doing something, “we are now ready for the final step, the articulation of causal
explanation on the basis of what we originally understand action as being … that ability
to do something of which an agent has an immediate understanding.” Through the
phenomenon of interference an agent anticipates satisfactorily completing certain internal
“conditional relations of a system” (Ricoeur 1984: 135-138), which represents the theory
of interference and action. Ricoeur (1984: 135-138) names these conditional relations in
the following ways. First, an agent encounters a sequence of occasions as a possible
course of development, thus exemplifying making known by example, which is a closed
system. Second, an agent isolates this closed system through a new lens of understanding
and considers possibilities of development characteristic of the closed system. Third, an
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agent is confident from past experience that he or she is the change agent to actualize the
possibility. Finally, an agent is confident that through their interference alone and
without conditions that action producing change in the world will happen. The theory of
action and interference is the process of changing the world by using narrative history, in
this case, the specific narrative history of spiritual leaders.
U Dhammapiya (2007) suggests that the action that matters most to the sangha –
monkhood – is metta, loving kindness; calling metta “the most crucial, effective and
powerful remedy of all.” Bhadda Manika (2008: 21), a Theravadin nun living in exile,
states that metta is the counter for “ignorance, anger, and craving for power.” One central
part of Theravadin praxis, among the sangha and also in meditation centers, is the
chanting of the paritta sutta, from Pali discourses (sutta is Burmese for Sutra). Kaung
(2007) writes that during the Saffron Revolution many monks were chanting the “Metta
Thoke or Loving Kindness Sutra, which sends and shares merit to all living beings.”
Manika (2008) furthers that the metta sutta is the most familiar and respected recitation of
pious Buddhists. Greene (2004) found that the chant is a key way to promote
memorization and to further the mindfulness of the monk. Greene (2004) furthers that the
chant serves the purpose of making the hard to grasp Pali meanings more interesting, thus
increasing the mindfulness of the lay person participating in meditation centers.
For the Buddhists, social action is the elimination of oppressive acts through
merit-making, beginning with liberating oneself. Greene (2006) quotes from the New
Light of Burma (the SPDC daily newspaper) as calling upon the Burmese to extend their
concept of metta towards conservation and concern for environmentalism, stating that to
plant a tree gains as much merit as building a monastery. Nardi (2006) deposits that there
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is a long tradition induced by merit-making for positive environmental protection, even
propagated by the SPCD. Ironically, the SPDC also uses merit-making to justify their
practice of forced labor (Houtman 1999: 123).
Kaung (2007) states that the Burmese word thabeik – the word for strike or to
strike – literally means to turn the begging bowl upside down. During the Saffron
Revolution the essence of the protest or thabeik was to intimate a turning away of
services from the military (Anonymous 2007; Deats 2008). Interestingly, the Boy Scouts
of America acknowledge the centrality of metta as Buddhist social action by awarding a
Metta Medal with the emblem of the wheel of life, or wheel of Dharma; the Metta Medal
is available to any Buddhist scout who earns the medal through study and making a faithcommitment to Buddhism (Anonymous 2002: 50). The process of merit-making that is
described by this wheel of life, which sets one on a path of well-being and prosperity in
the next life (Reynolds and Carbine 2000: 56), is seldom detailed specifically in the
literature as the ethical actions or intentions of the Buddhist. This study may add to the
literature a deeper exploration of merit-making and the solicitude-leading action of metta.
Most literature explores monastic praxis as opposed to monkhood social action, or
ethical intention. Jordt (2007) explores the revival of monasticism practices and the
reinvigoration of Theravadin ordination of nuns using Mahayana Buddhist traditions;
Jordt (2007: 92) also writes that the vipassana movement is the Burmese version of
western political action, but with an intention first to change the actor (monk and lay
person) by character formation that renders the actor incorruptible. This is similar to
Houtman’s concept (1999: v) of mental culture, where through contemplation and
meditation a Buddhist can realize all the potential of metta. Lychack (2008) writes that
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the Saffron Revolution, while certainly taking the moral authority to the streets, is more
symbolic of a perpetual dance of discourse-on-virtue between military regime and
sangha; the military regime march in boots with the power-over of mental culture, the
monks step in flip-flops with patience and metta - loving kindness. Piker (1993: 970)
argues that given the climate of lay meditation centers and protestant Buddhism the aims
and activities of the monks changed: “monks increasingly adopted a more community
service focused posture, as exemplified by an expanded pastoral role, participation in and
even leadership of community development projects, and active involvement in politics.”
In many ways the wandering renunciant, Siddhartha Gautama, was the first of the
genre of what the west would call a missionary (Reynolds and Carbine 2000: 5). Thus,
one last type of action or intention is that of Buddhist expansion. Legend has it that prior
to the time of King Anawrahta, the Indian missionaries Sona and Uttara preached
Theravada Buddhism to lower Burma, and had great success, then came the Mahayana
missionaries from China (Houtman 1999: 42; Morgan 1986: 56). Subsequently, King
Anawrahta found the blend of Theravada, Mahayana and Hinduism appalling, replaced
Mahayana Buddhism with Theravadin and thus began the modern primacy of Theravada
Buddhism in Burma (1967: 32). Today one of the most powerful departments of the
regime is the Department of Religious Affairs (circa 1992) charged with the initiative to
train monks to “missionize” Theravada Buddhism all over the world (Houtman 1999:
122). An example of this is manifested in U Dhammapiya, my pilot study partner, who is
a professor of the SPDC funded International Theravada Buddhism Missionary
University and missionary-monk serving in Fremont, California.
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Summary
The main focus of this study is an exploration of the ethical intention and identity
of selected present day Burmese Buddhist monks. This literature review essay explores
Theravada Buddhist monks in society and culture; the monkhood and spiritual leadership;
and, ethical intention. The literature exploration of Theravada Buddhism in society
considers monastic pedagogy and the religious novice; variations and Theravada
Buddhism and Theravada Buddhism’s influence upon economic and social capital
development and the religious novice; the variation of Theravada Buddhism in Burma;
and the influence of Theravada Buddhism upon economic and social development in
Burma.
This review essay explores a growing body of literature that questions the role the
Pali Canon plays in the religious instruction of novices, finding that the canon’s role is
more about performance than studying content and the identity of the monkhood is based
more upon a practical lived-text of sermons and interpretive discussions than the formal
Pali Canon. The literature review essay reveals two variations in Burmese Theravada
Buddhism: one, the rise of the lay driven yeiktha or meditation center as separate from
the influence of the sangha; and two, the modern existence of two Theravada Buddhist
monastic divisions or sects – Thudhammin and Shwegyin. Traditional Buddhist practice
is that the lay Buddhist is encouraged to practice the Noble Eight-fold path, but such
practice only gains a more favorable position in the cycles of rebirth as opposed to being
able to become an enlightened Buddha. With the rise of meditation centers in Burmese
culture and civic practice came a movement away from the traditional stance that
Nibbana was only for the vocational monk. The difference in praxis between the yeiktha
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and the sangha is that in the sangha the monk is king and pursues Nibbana with the
support of the laity and in the yeiktha the laity are king and the monk is attendant,
although still revered.
The two monastic divisions in Burma are Thudhamma, comprising some 89% of
the Burmese Buddhists monks, and the Shwegyin, with 7% of the Burmese Buddhist
monks as of 1980. The remainder, a final 4% of the Burmese monks, practices Tantric or
Mahayana Buddhism; for instance, northernmost Burma has a considerable population of
Tibetan (Tantric) Buddhists. It was the Thudhamma gaing who was responsible for
organizing the Saffron Revolution. The review of literature considering the influence of
Theravada Buddhism upon economic and social development in Burma explores the
monkhood’s capacity or reluctance to lead following the broad categories of initiative and
tolerance, and literature that expresses a paradox between the intersection of the
monkhood and Burmese society and culture given pragmatic realities of everyday life in
a post-colonialist world. These pragmatic realities of everyday life have led to
suggestions of a gap between Buddhist beliefs and reality, given demonstrable instances
of syncretism and parochialism in Buddhist practice.
The review finds that monkhood protests and boycotts are a regular part of
monastic life and often encouraged by sayadaw, leading monk, if not participated in by
the sayadaw directly, and this despite at least four major modern government crackdowns
each involving the monkhood. Studies suggest several gaps between beliefs and reality.
One, a gap is suggested between authentic Buddhist practice and a religious environment
in Burma where Buddhism has become blended with political ideologies and other nonBuddhist religious practices. Two, in many cases the laity expose and comment upon the
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questionable piety of certain monks and this lack of piety has led to monastic reform.
Three, the decay of secularization in the military regime present another belief-reality
gap, for they no longer function under the influence of the sangha, as the monarchy did
post-colonization, yet continue to profess Buddhist tenets. And lastly, the ambiguity
presented by merit-making that shapes the action and attitudes of the relationship
between monk, monastery, and lay adherents.
Aung San Suu Kyi posits the context of the other as indicative of great spiritual
leadership, achieving an accomplished life based upon relationships grounded in
friendship. She defines spiritual leadership as modeled by relationships that further
affection and esteem within an organization and without. The regime exercises spiritual
leadership by yielding Buddhism as a tool, from the regime’s lens, to liberate the
Burmese people by transactional rules, at the apex of which is a socialist culture with the
regime as masters. There appears to be a gap in the literature exploring the spiritual
leadership of the monks. This study may add to the literature a new understanding of the
Burmese monks model of spiritual leadership.
The literature essay reveals metta as a central tenet of Buddhist ethical intention
and action. Social action for the Buddhists is the elimination of oppressive acts through
merit-making, beginning with liberating oneself. The sangha and the military regime both
participate in merit-making enterprises: the military to control through mental culture;
and the monkhood for the salvific intentions of spreading metta – loving-kindness. Most
literature explores monastic praxis as opposed to monkhood social action, or ethical
intention. Chapter Four explores the research process by which this study analyzed the
narratives of selected monks of Burma.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE RESEARCH PROCESS
What is sought is no longer an intention hidden behind the text, but a world unfolded in
front of it (Ricoeur 1988: 93).
Introduction
This Chapter discusses the primary elements of the critical hermeneutic research
process. This discussion is presented in two sections. The first addresses the conceptual
background, thus establishing a foundation for this research, and the second addresses the
research process. The research process discusses the entrée into the research site with
invitation to conversation, participant selection, research categories, guiding questions,
pilot study, language, data collection, and data analysis. This Chapter closes with a
section on the background of the researcher and a summary. The protocol of this research
adheres to the guidelines set forth by Herda (1999) in Research Conversations and
Narrative. The critical hermeneutic tradition provides the theoretical and conceptual
background for this exploration of the ethical intention and identity of selected present
day Burmese Buddhist monks.
Theoretical and Conceptual Background
The primary authors from the critical hermeneutic tradition for this research
include Paul Ricoeur, Martin Heidegger, and Ellen Herda. In critical hermeneutic
participatory research, Herda (1999: 3) states that the researcher’s intention is to yield
interpretations that “lead to ontologically changed selves in relationship to others.” This
is not an easy task. Where epistemological explanations are useful methods to collect and
analyze data, interpretations can serve “as a basis for judgments,” because they contain
moral imperatives (Herda 1999: 3). Thus critical hermeneutic participatory research
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invokes the need for human community within the research process, enabling social
science inquiry to go “beyond intellectual, technical enterprises to more philosophical
and practical projects” (Herda 1999: 3).
The theoretical categories for this work are Care, Identity and Ethical Intention.
Care in this sense is drawn from Heidegger’s concept of Dasein. Within the category of
Care, given the nature of Heidegger’s work, it is important to talk about Thrownness as
well, which is a sub-category of Care. The interpretive tradition provides a lens to
understand the identity and ethical intention of the monks of Burma and informs an
understanding of how people in general employ ethical action to lessen social injustice.
The ontological orientation of this study may lead to an expanded understanding for all
leaders rooted in the solicitude-leading actions of the Buddhist monks. The following
discussion presents the basic theoretical tenets that undergird this research: Care, Identity
and Ethical Intention.
Care
The primitive orientation of Dasein – a person’s essence – is disclosed through
understanding (Heidegger 1962: 145). Heidegger (1962: 145) asks the question “Why
does the understanding [the existential nature of Dasein’s disclosure] always press
forward into possibilities?” He answers his own question, saying that the character of the
disclosure is a projection unto something. But this projection is not happenstance;
Dasein’s understandings are viewed as possibilities through the vehicle of thrownness, or
being there just as one is (Heidegger 1962: 185). The human being open to thrownness
need not grasp at the possibilities – grasping will derail the potentiality of multiple
possibilities towards projecting to a particular possibility, namely that which the grasping
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person has in mind. Rather, the understanding projected towards – the understanding just
is what it is (Heidegger 1962: 185).
Heidegger (1962: 117) states that acknowledging the thrownness – just as it is –
constitutes the authentic projection of the Dasein; thus the authentic self is discovered in
the other side of unfettered thrownness. In other words, the Being of Dasein, which is
possessed and has human essence, yearns to be disclosed (Heidegger 1962: 32). Hannah
Arendt (Lang and Williams 2005: 11) states “a lonely human being ceases to be human.”
This disclosure occurs through understanding mitigated by discourse; the character of the
disclosure is projection unto possibilities. Dasein – human essence or Being There – is
made existential in the places where humans are thrown. The bottleneck to experiencing
the authentic self is that human nature has a propensity towards manipulation: humans
conspire, exercise power over, and on the opposite end of the spectrum have failings such
as low-esteem. However the nature of thrownness just is what it is, “that it is and has to
be” (Heidegger 1962: 174), rather than what a person would make up their mind to be.
When a person acknowledges thrownness, he or she encounters the authentic self, thus
increasing their capacity to acknowledge and become free to respond to others.
Throwness and Solicitude
Heidegger (1962: 81) explains that the primordial state of Dasein’s Being is being
alongside the other. That is, the natural human orientation is that of withness, a human
plurality. Heidegger (1962: 84) expresses Dasein as Being-in-the-world, and the Being of
Dasein ontologically is care. That is, the one who recognizes their thrownness with others
expresses their Dasein – human essence – as care. Heidegger (1962: 157) initially defines
solicitude as the unique concern of one human for another; he then explains how this
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concern is made known. Solicitude as care for the other is made known by three primary
manifestations: one, deficient and indifferent modes where the other does not matter; two,
solicitude that leaps in and takes over for the other; and lastly, solicitude that expresses
the potentiality of the other (Heidegger 1962: 158, 159). It is the latter that is of most
interest for this study seeking to understand the identity and ethical intention of the
monks of Burma.
Solicitude that expresses the potentiality of the other is the concern of the Dasein
as care – the concern of the authentic self. “[Solicitude] helps the other to become
transparent to himself in his care and to become free for it” (Heidegger 1962: 159). That
is, solicitude that expresses the potentiality of the other rises to the top in the awareness,
such that competing interests do not impede such a person’s care for the other. As a
result, each individual is free to be abandoned to care for the other. This being-with-oneanother expresses a potentiality to return the others’ care in authenticity; hence, what is
expressed is being authentically bound together in plurality that leaps at potentialities of
emancipation – liberation and freedom to be (Heidegger 1962: 159). Thus, solicitude has
a proximal construction; that is, it is understood with respect to what is being concerned
with or not; solicitude is best expressed in proximity to the other in caring friendships withness. However, for the authentic self, solicitude is bound and guided by
considerateness and forbearance that makes possible free disclosure – knowing oneself
and the other (Heidegger 1962: 159-161). Whereas Heidegger articulates solicitude from
a discourse of potentiality in human plurality, Ricoeur comes at solicitude from a
descriptive viewpoint on action whereupon a person’s historical narrative intersects with
personal identity.
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Narrative Identity
The major theoretical issue for my study is that of identifying the reference of the
monks’ identity expressed as solicitude-leading actions. These references have a
historical narrative and upon articulating these references, a new world may be imagined
through reinterpretation with the capacity to resolve social injustice. Ricoeur (1992: 114)
constructs a theory, which describes the middle ground between the descriptive viewpoint
on action, the what, and the prescriptive viewpoint on agency, the “who.” Ricoeur’s
analysis and dialectics of narrative identity form a triad: describe, narrate, and prescribe.
It is the prescriptive quality of the monk’s narrative identity that will have significant
implications in the field towards resolving social injustice. Solicitude emerges in this
middle ground of narrative identity where the agent upon self-reflection, or the narrative
of the quest for self, exposes the ethics behind the references that propel the solicitudeleading actions.
Identity: The Quest for Self
All narratives have in common the quest for the self “on the scale of an entire
life” (Ricoeur 1992: 115); that is, a desire to seek meaning from the briefest of actions
amidst the entirety or connectedness of life. The problem arises with the question of
permanence of time, for instance, when comparing “a present [self] perception, with a
recent memory” (Ricoeur 1992: 117), are both referring to the same individual? In the
case of a short span of time there is a strong degree of confidence in congruence between
perception and memory. However, in the case of a great distance in time, another
criterion is needed and to this problem Ricoeur (1992: 116) introduces the concept of
sameness, idem, and selfhood, ipse, to analyze the confrontation between personal
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identity and narrative identity. Ricoeur uses the example of an oak tree, which is the same
from the acorn to the fully developed tree, yet in the span of a life the perception and the
memory can be disparate. Through participatory inquiry, I revisit the monk’s selfperceptions and memories that are revealed as perseverance of character, similar to the
sameness of the oak within the acorn, and constancy of self, as in the “self” keeping
promises. Thus, exposing the reference of the solicitude-leading actions of the monks –
the acorn – that otherwise might elude detection. Where Heidegger (1962: 159-161)
defines the concern of solicitude as a construct of proximity to that being understood,
guided by considerateness and forbearance, or the lack thereof, Ricoeur (1992: 193)
defines solicitude strictly in the positive sense of a “deep belief that the other is
irreplaceable in our affection and esteem.”
A corollary to the major issue of finding the reference of solicitude-leading action
is discovering the reproducible or communal norms from which action births another
action. Finding the “what” that sustains the monk’s ethical intention and actions can be
made known by self-reflection – exposing the ethics behind references and norms.
Ricoeur (1992: 170) defines ethics as the aim of an accomplished life and morality as the
norm by which our aims penetrate the experiences, unintended situations, and
circumstances that make up the human narrative. Ricoeur associates ethics with selfesteem and argues that the enhancement of one’s self-esteem cannot occur without the
“other.” This self-esteem building, entered into through self-reflection and interpretation
of oneself as a text, is not a selfish endeavor, as in increasing one’s self-esteem, nor an
obligatory (dutiful) act, nor a religious “ought.” Rather, authentic esteem building is an
exchange that occurs through similitude and solicitude. Through the process of similitude
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a bond is created predicated upon more than a mere comparison with the other, rather
oneself as being the other. This exchange of similitude is sustained through the
reciprocity of friendship.
Ethical Intention
Ricoeur discusses how this exchange leads to a path of justice and equality with
the other as oneself. The embrace of equals in friendship is the culmination of this
argument and it is extended to the structures of living together – just institutions. Ricoeur
(1992: 172) calls this ethical intention, “aiming at the good life with and for others in just
institutions.” The ultimate expression of the primacy of ethics over norms is found in
such just institutions where ethical intention is not based upon the power of acting, but
rather upon a reciprocity that makes a connection with the suffering and weakness of the
other – power in common (Ricoeur 1992: 220). The aim of this study is to discover and
understand the identity of the monks of Burma and the ethics that have consistently
moved the monks of Burma with intentionality towards such an exchange – oneself to
another – through ethical intention.
Research Protocol
This section discusses entrée into the research site with invitation to conversation,
participant selection, research categories, guiding questions, pilot study, language, data
collection, and data analysis. Hermeneutic participatory research invokes the need for
human community within the research process, enabling social science inquiry to go
“beyond intellectual, technical enterprises to more philosophical and practical projects”
(Herda 1999: 3). Herda (1999: 93) states, “… the research protocol is a guideline for
thinking about and designing a field-based hermeneutic inquiry project.” Through the
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back and forth conversation of participatory inquiry – conversations – the researcher has
an orientation of openness to hear the voice of the other.
Entrée to the Research Sites and Invitation to Conversation
The research for this study was constructed primarily in the city of Yangon in the
Union of Burma and secondarily in California and Wisconsin in the Unites States of
America. Several conversation partners were identified prior to the study: monks
associated with the International Theravada Buddhist Missionary University (ITMBU),
sister universities, and professionals with experience relating to the topic at hand.
However, due to political unrest in Burma and the May and July 2009 trial and
imprisonment of Aung San Suu Kyi, most of my formal conversation partners in Burma
and Wisconsin became unavailable. My original intent was to enroll in a Burmese
intensive language course in Wisconsin the summer of 2009 and conduct research
conversations within the Theravada Buddhist community there prior to entry into Burma;
however, given the trial and imprisonment of Aung San Suu Kyi prudence suggested that
I arrange a shorter stay in Burma as quickly as possible considering the potential for
protest and closure of the Burmese border to tourists. Thus, I dropped plans to go to
Wisconsin and entered Burma much sooner than planned. The remaining conversation
partners received the following communications in the sequence of our interactions:
•
•
•
•

A letter of invitation, which described the research focus and what is required
and offered possible guiding questions and topic themes, shown in Appendix
C.
A letter of confirmation once the research conversation date and time had
been established, as shown in Appendix D.
A consent form that was signed by each research participant, shown in
Appendix E.
A follow-up letter of appreciation and thanks following the research
conversation, shown in Appendix F, along with the transcription of our
conversation.
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•

A summary of research findings at the completion of analysis and writing.

All of the above communications were referenced within my application for
IRBHS approval; the IRBHS approval form is shown in Appendix G. A pilot study
conversation with Sayadaw U Dhammapiya of the Metta Nanda Vihara in Fremont,
California, took place in October 2008; six conversations occurred in Yangon, Bago and
Mandalay, Burma July 2009; and, an additional four research conversations took place in
the Bay Area of San Francisco, California in July and August 2009. My conversation
partners in Yangon, Bago and Mandalay, Burma, ranged in age from 25-50. The Bay
Area participants ranged from 45-70. I also, had conversations with a random shopper at
a Mandalay Mall, and a jade salesman on the Nanthida jetty (a historic wooden bridge).
Lastly, I had conversations with two novice monks whom I also met on the Nanthida
jetty. These last four conversations were recorded in my journal during my research in
Burma in July 2009. All other conversations were recorded in my journal, recorded
electronically, and or videotaped, also in July of 2009. For examples of excerpts from my
journal used in this dissertation see Appendix H.
Identifying Participants
During the course of my doctoral studies I was able to enter into several key
relationships with members of the Burmese community in the United States. These
relationships enabled the recruitment of conversation partners for my research abroad in
Burma.
I was not able to have as many conversations in Burma as I had originally hoped.
I complemented this shortage by having additional conversations in the United States.
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Table 1 outlines those who participated in formal research conversations,
including their names, ages, affiliations and locations.
Research Conversations
Table 1: Research Conversations
Name

Location

Sayadaw U Sujata

Yangon, Burma

San Lin Tun

Mit Win
Myi Cho
KoKo
Po Cho
Sayadaw U
Dhammapiya
Sayadaw U Osadha
Sayadaw U Kavinda
Dr. Thynn Thynn

Affiliation

Resident Monk,
Chanmyay Yeiktha
(Meditation Center)
Yangon, Burma
Author and Student,
International Theravada
Buddhism Missionary
University
Yangon, Burma
Former Novice Monk,
Service Industry (Guide)
Mandalay, Burma
Former Novice Monk,
Businessman
Yangon, Burma
Former Novice Monk,
Businessman
Yangon, Burma
Former Novice Monk,
Service Industry (Guide)
Fremont, California, Resident Monk, Metta
USA
Nanda Vihara Yeiktha
Half Moon Bay,
Resident Monk,
California, USA
Theravada Buddhist
Society of America
San Jose, California, Resident Monk, Tathagata
USA
Meditation Center
Santa Rosa,
Resident Yogi, Sae Taw
California, USA
Win II Dhamma Center

Age Range
45-50
35-45

35-45
25-35
25-35
25-35
45-55
45-55
45-55
60-70

Research Categories
Research categories, data collection, and data analysis were guided by the
following research categories as discussed above in this Chapter: Heidegger’s
understanding of Care and Ricoeur’s concepts of Identity and Ethical Intention. Herda
(1999: 1) explains that the critical hermeneutic tradition “invokes language,
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understanding, and action.” It is through language that we understand the world and make
it known through narratives, for “language is the house of being” (Heidegger 1971: 135).
What may be birthed from the research conversations with the monks of Burma are
understandings based upon self-reflection and imagined new worlds-of-being.
Guiding Questions
Research questions serve as basic parameters to guide this study’s participatory
inquiry and to shape data collection and analysis. The review of literature essay sets the
context for the research categories, which in turn suggest questions to guide the
conversation on the topic at hand (Herda 1999: 102-104). These research categories also
emerged through the discussion with my pilot study conversation partner. Based on the
research categories, the following questions were posed to act as a guide to initiate
conversation and reach an understanding of the topic at hand. These questions were not
intended to solicit specific answers but to set parameters of our conversation:
•

Identity: What are the ideas, concepts, or relationships that connect the
monkhood, Burmese society, and Burmese people?

•

Care and Ethical Intention: Tell me from your experience what sustains the
public actions of the monkhood.

•

Identity: Consider the world stopping events in Burma, 2007-2008, which
brought to the surface the good and bad in people. Looking back, how have
you changed?

•

Identity: Given the long history of Buddhism in Burma and the central role of
the monastery in everyday life, reflect upon present trends you see in the
monkhood and the religious life of Burmese people.

•

Care and Ethical Intention: What do you imagine for the future of the
Burmese people? The monkhood?

All of my conversations were used in the creation of this dissertation text.
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Pilot Study
Introduction
My aim in the conversation with Sayadaw U Dhammapiya (see transcript
Appendix G) was to come to an understanding of the references and communal norms
that shaped the selfhood of the monks who routinely exercise solicitude-leading action,
thereby making it possible to explore the identity and ethical intention of the monks. This
understanding followed from conducting a field test of my research categories and
questions in the critical hermeneutic tradition, using the participatory inquiry protocol.
The complete pilot study transcript of the conversation with U Dhammapiya is included
in Appendix H.
Conversation Partner
U Dhammapiya is the Sayadaw or leading monk of Metta Nanda Vihara Dhamma
Yeiktha, in Fremont, CA. U Dhammapiya and I conducted a conversation in October
2008. U Dhammapiya was born in Burma June 4, 1955. He was ordained at the age of
twenty and received his PhD. in 2003 from California Institute, San Francisco, California.
Since 2007, U Dhammapiya has also served on the board of the International Theravada
Buddhist Missionary University, Rangoon (Yangon), Burma, where he is a professor. He
has written several books: Realization of the Dhamma, Understanding Vipassana
Meditation, Buddhist Ethics in Daily Life, and Nibbana in Theravada Perspective.
Analysis and Implications of Pilot Text
My conversation with U Dhammapiya uncovered new understandings. Three
themes emerged from my conversation: one, an orientation towards the other; two,
reconfiguring the self beyond personal identity; and lastly, a quest for happy memories. U
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Dhammapiya’s narrative of his self exposed a worldview that embraces the other with
loving-kindness and solicitude.
U Dhammapiya’s religious tenets of care and compassion entered into through the
transformation of enlightenment present an interesting insight into the referent or source
of the monk’s ethical intention. U Dhammapiya’s narrative suggests that the ability of
Buddhist monks to sustain their protests in support of justice is no mere anomaly; rather
it is directly proportional to “living nobly about;” that is, not just having religious dogma
but exercising religious practice in a way that exudes solicitude leading action. Religious
and non-government leaders, educators, and policy makers can draw from this
implication that it is from a posture of viewing oneself as another that ethics rise above
our community norms, religious traditions, and policies to transform just institutions in
hopes of resolving social injustice.
From where does the monk’s sustainability come? The monks have chosen to
replicate themselves through the indoctrination of novices for such transformation, or
reconfiguration of the self, and set in place disciplines and religious practices to sustain
relationships to others.
For the Theravada Buddhist to not act is considered evil, reflecting Ricoeur’s
(1992: 157) statement that “not acting is still acting.” There is a compulsion entered into
through the transformation of enlightenment to exercise similitude. Herein lies a
substantial challenge and implication by way of self-reflection for religious and nongovernment leaders and educators who seek honestly to assess their professional growth
agendas and leadership development curriculum. I pondered this as a pastor,
contemplating whether my actions are dependent upon interpretation of doctrine or polity
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or are dependent on an ethic, which offers clarity in understanding whether or not nonaction is morally evil. Were I to have such clarity; is my transformation by my faithtenets so deep that I would take opportunities to stand up for justice? I surmise that this
conversation on whether or not non-action is morally evil is not often on the front-burner
nor part of honest self-assessment because of the seemingly impossibility of the task at
hand – to authentically and consistently stand up where injustice is made known. That
task from the Buddhist lens is the elimination of suffering from this existence, first for the
self and then through loving kindness, elimination from the sangha – monastic
community. This is on the front burner for the monk because of the centrality in
Buddhism to eliminate suffering and exercise metta – loving-kindness. To do otherwise is
considered evil.
The final implication is an application from the Buddhist quest to eliminate
suffering. This is deeper than living out religious tenets, or clarity with conviction upon
non-action as ontologically moral evil; this call is tantamount to embracing the
interconnectedness of life, as expressed for U Dhammapiya as a symbiotic relationship
for village boys. U Dhammapiya’s narrative is one of eliminating suffering on two fronts:
personal and through the training of novices, simultaneously raising the moral character
of the men who go back to the living and the village boys who become monks.
My conversation with U Dhammapiya revealed a posture of not merely resolving
to perform a religious act, but a religious practice of consistently helping another as
oneself – lived experiences of the religious tenets. U Dhammapiya related his solicitudeled actions to his pursuit of enlightenment, noting that some monks do not reach that
place of enlightenment because they are not willing to be disciplined enough to get to that
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place to experience enlightenment. U Dhammapiya experienced coming to awareness
through disciplines that for the average religious adherent are foreign, save through the
direct call of God. I would suggest that what is radically missing in the experience of the
4.3 billion religious adherents on Earth (Hunter 2007) is a deep awareness of how we can
experience the other through an unshakable belief that the other is “irreplaceable in our
affection and esteem” (Ricoeur 1992: 193). Hence, it could very well be the case that the
reference I sought that exposes the identity and ethical intention of the monks is the
height of Ricoeur’s (2004: 469) spirit of forgiveness – power from a higher source to
exercise ethical intention.
This pilot conversation established that there are several core tenets or references
of Theravada Buddhism: enlightenment; compassion – living nobly about; and metta –
loving-kindness. The outcome of enlightenment is a compelling reorientation of the self
towards the other, an intense or increased desire to eliminate suffering and to encompass
the world with loving kindness – being enlightened and energized upon “what ought to
be” (Ricoeur 1992: 171). For the Buddhists what ought to be is a world encompass by
metta. Theravada Buddhist monks, due to their Buddhist references and communal
norms, have found a passionate path, self to the other, to keep active religious tenets and
cultural norms that some within other religions and philosophical orientations have long
forgotten.
What this pilot study did not establish was what motivates the monks to put this
elimination of suffering and metta into action, save the essence of good ideas. The
replicative practice of village boys becoming monks appears to reveal an inner
motivation – preservation of Theravada Buddhism. However, it remains for further study
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to understand if replication is a motivator or indicative of some other sustaining force that
moves the monks into action. This study may provide new or additional understandings
of what propels the monks of Burma to live the tenets of their religion.
Language
Conversations were conducted in English. Participants were invited to review
the texts created from the transcripts where possible, and upon request, these transcripts
were available to be translated; however, this never became necessary.
Data Collection
Data for this study consisted of audio or video recordings, journal entries, and
documents. All participatory research data were transcribed into texts from conversations,
personal journals and documents.
Personal Journal
I used a personal journal to provide an additional source of data collection and
transcribed the journal into text. The journal consisted of thoughts, observations,
questions or insights useful in understanding the narrative that emerged from the
conversations. The journal foremost is the medium by which I recorded my personal
changes and new understandings. Upon integration into the narrative, this data has the
capacity to “enrich the text as a whole and give depth to the research project” (Herda
1999: 102).
Data Collection Timeline
Data collection began in July 2009 and continued through August 2009. Data
were collected from conversations in Burma during my trip of July 5th through July 16th.
Data in Burma was collected from Yangon, Mandalay and Bago (see map in Appendix
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A). More data were collected upon my return in July 2009 from cities in the San
Francisco, California Bay Area.
Data Analysis
Data analysis in the critical hermeneutic tradition emerges from a researcher who
has a different worldview after analysis than before (Herda 1999: 98). Herda (1999: 98)
says, “reading all the conversation transcriptions allows one to develop an overview of
the issue at hand and begin appropriating a new world from the text.” According to
Ricoeur (1988: 93) “what is sought is no longer an intention hidden behind the text, but a
world unfolded in front of it.” New understandings emerge from the transcription as the
researcher presents a story of selected parts of the text. This second story is presented to
the participants for revision and reaction, ultimately allowing the researcher to “configure
a totality out of scattered events” (Herda 1999: 127). The reflection to create this totality
involves understanding the topic at hand through the lens of a theoretical framework, and
the discovery of implications that speak to the hopes of religious practices, practitioners,
and educational leaders.
“Analysis is a creative and imaginative act” (Herda 1999: 98). The following is
the sequence posited by Herda (1999: 98) to set the stage for data analysis. The sequence
shown is personalized according to my specific research actions:
•

I fixed the discourse by transcribing taped conversations. I did this myself
because personally transcribing all of the conversations allowed me to better
develop an overview of the topic at hand.

•

I pulled out significant statements, developed themes and placed them within
categories. If the original categories had not been appropriate, I would have
changed any category that did not serve the purpose of the project; however, no
changes were needed.

•

I substantiated the themes or important ideas with quotes from the conversation
transcripts, with observational data, as well as with data from my journal. I tried
to remain as close as possible to the original language of my participants.
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•

I examined the themes to determine what they meant in light of the theoretical
framework of critical hermeneutics. I tried to be spontaneous in my use of themes,
quotes, journal entries, theory, and other documents.

•

I provided the opportunity for continued discussion and conversations with
participants using the developing text when appropriate.

•

I set a context for the written discussion.

•

When themes fit within multiple categories, I indicated so in my discussion,
grouping themes and providing sub-themes as needed.

•

I discussed the research topic at hand at a theoretical level, thus implementing a
further practical use for critical hermeneutics.

•

I ferreted out implications from the written discussion in order to provide insight
and new direction for the issue at hand.

•

I brought out those aspects of the study that merit further study.

•

I gave examples of learning experiences and fusion of horizons on the part of my
conversation partners and myself. I also related the study to myself and the
influence the study played in my life.
Background of Researcher
I am very motivated to understand the enigma between religious belief and

religious practices lived out on a path that may work towards lessening social injustice. I
have a history of seeking reconciliation and justice going back to my days in High
School. In 1977, when I was 17 years old, I joined my first youth group: the Fellowship
of Christian Athletes. We were constantly involved in service learning projects and were
committed to our own learning community centered on good sportsmanship. In 1993,
after many seasons of seeking to be a change agent investing in the lives of youth and
young adults, I was ordained as a Minister of Word and Sacrament, Reformed Church in
America. It was not until the first years after my ordination that I came to realize that my
orientation toward being a change agent was a moderately good thing, but what my
religious community was really about was changing folks into our own image, proscribed
by our Christian worldview; we were about proselytization that replicated ourselves, not
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celebrating our unity in diversity. I began to ponder that there must be something better,
because the more complex our system became the more alienated our fringe members
became, hence the less diverse our system. Habermas (1998: 355) speaks to this idea of
complex organizations when he writes that the “‘capacity to act’ varies with the ‘density’
of organizational complexity.”
I did not know it at the time, but my angst was the beginning of a season reinterpreting the validity of imposing my worldview on another. “Religion is originally a
worldview – in the sense that it claims authority to structure a form of life in its entirety”
(Habermas 2008: 307). I was not having a crisis in belief, but a crisis in processes that
created disunity and a lack of diversity.
Thus began a journey of exploring more about processes to resolve social
injustice, specifically ways to influence the world’s billions of religious adherents to
simply put to action their own religious tenets and best religious-practices, which all hold
common values about justice. These tenets include the Christian exhortation to “love
your neighbor as you love yourself,” (Matthew 22:39 Holy-Bible 1990) and “let the
oppressed go free” (Isaiah 58:6 Holy-Bible 1990); the Buddhist call for “the cessation of
suffering and compassion towards those who suffer” (Metta Sutta 8 Pali-Canon 1985);
and, the Muslim understanding that “God bids you do justice and good, and give to
kindred (their due), and He forbids you to sin, and do wrong, and oppress …” (Sura 16
Holy-Quran).
One day in 2007, I ran across the story of 50,000 monks in Burma who took a
stand for justice, protesting a 500% rise in fuel costs, which had a devastating effect on a
people who already spent 70% of their income simply putting food on the table. I was
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awestruck, especially upon finding out that these 50,000 monks were only the ordained,
not students, novices, nor those on a religious sabbatical in the sanghas; these protesters
were the equivalent to the senior staff in the average western faith community. Shahideh
says (2004: 2) “through participation individuals create experiences and develop a sense
of belonging to the society and to the nation.” I knew then that part of what I lacked was
an understanding of a deep solicitude towards those on the fringes in our society.
It is my hope that this study will contribute to an exploration among religious
leaders and educators of how to resolve the gap between having a religion and living a
life that manifests its religious tenets in just actions.
Summary
This study is an exploration of the identity and ethical intention of the monks of
Burma. The critical hermeneutic orientation offers a theoretical framework to meet the
challenge of this study. The research categories and guiding questions carried the impetus
to initiate conversations and guide new understandings of the topic. Following the
participatory inquiry protocol, I have risked my previous understanding in the hope of
uncovering new understandings, as the transcribed conversations became a living text
that changed my horizons. The narrative that emerges has the capacity to be appropriated
by implications on the topic and reconfigure existing policy-making, curriculum
development, and leadership in religious or social institutions.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DATA PRESENTATION AND PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS
Here in oneself is the fire; meditation is the fire extinguisher (Sayadaw U Osadha,
Leading Monk, Theravada Buddhist Society of America, Half Moon Bay, California
USA, July 23, 2009).
Introduction
This Chapter presents the data and a preliminary analysis of the research findings.
Data include research conversations, journal entries and field observations. This
discussion is guided by the research categories Care, Identity and Ethical Intention.
Several themes are identified in this preliminary analysis and are associated with these
research categories. The themes identified with the research category Care are Openness
to Possibilities and Metta in Action. There is a sub-category of Care as discussed on page
59, Throwness. A theme within the sub-category of Throwness is Withness. The themes
identified with the research category Identity are the Pagoda as Identity-Making and the
Connectedness of Life. The themes identified with the category of Ethical Intention are
Spirituality and Enlightenment, and Paths to Personal, Cultural or National
Transformation.
Research conversations for this study yield a significant amount of data relating to
the research categories of Care, Identity, and Ethical Intention; all three categories
equally emerged upon analysis. Further, the research theme of Connectedness of Life
emerged in conversation with each of my conversation partner subgroups: one, the monks
(including one yogi); two, businessmen; and thirdly, former novice monks. The theme
most prominent in conversations with the monks was that of Paths to Personal, Cultural
or National Transformation, relating to the category of Ethical Intention.
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Originally I provided theoretical background on Solicitude, thinking it would be
used as a category. However, Solicitude was only used sparingly in my research
conversations. Also, part of the theoretical discussion on solicitude looked forward to
discovering the solicitude-leading actions of the monks of Burma. What did emerge in
my research conversations was the primacy of metta-leading action, a richer concept than
solicitude-leading action, for the projection of the monk’s irreplaceable affection and
esteem for the laity is based upon their understanding of metta – loving-kindness.
Presentation of Data and Preliminary Analysis
Herda (1999: 98) speaks about data analysis in the critical hermeneutic tradition
saying that it “occurs when the researcher appropriates a proposed world from the text.”
When we expose ourselves to a text, we come away from it different than we were
before. Ricoeur (1988: 93) furthers, “what is sought is no longer an intention hidden
behind the text, but a world unfolded in front of it.” New understandings emerge from the
transcription as the researcher presents a story of selected parts of the text, ultimately
allowing the researcher to “configure a totality out of scattered events” (Herda 1999:
127).
Care
The themes identified with Care are Openness to Possibilities and Metta in
Action. Heidegger (1962: 81) explains that the primordial state of Dasein’s being is
withness, or being alongside the other. That is, the natural human orientation is that of
withness, caring for one another in a human plurality. For the monk their insightful
contemplation – vipassana – leads them to display an openness to possibilities and a
concern for others – metta.
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Vipassana and Openness to Possibilities
The monks’ most prominent display of care and withness for the people of Burma
is found within the monasteries and the yeiktha’s – meditation centers – as they lead
times of meditation and insightful contemplation within gatherings alongside the lay
Buddhists. Interestingly, Houtman (1999: v, 6) asserts that the fundamental tension
between the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) and the sangha is the use of
insightful contemplation (vipassana) and meditation (samatha) in identity-making and
decision-making. The sangha seeks to use vipassana and samatha to influence meritmaking and the mutual esteem building of wishing luck upon another , or luck-wishing,
whereas the SPDC uses vipassana and samatha to exercise authority over the people,
even suggesting that they would be more obedient citizens if they would meditate more.
What is similar for each group is the central understanding that successful vipassana –
contemplation – unlocks a potential to be open to possibilities.
Dr. Thynn, resident yogi of the Sae Taw Win II Dhamma Center, Santa Rosa,
California said that the greatest accomplishment of the Yeiktha is “bringing Pali to the
lady,” that is, allowing women to access Pali and the deeper truths. It appears the reason
is both increasing philanthropy and a desire to foster a more virtuous society. And this
was because a prominent well respected monk, Sayadaw Mahasi, in the 1940’s pressed
that within a systematized vipassana technique included is the possibility that the
common person can experience enlightenment (Skidmore 2005: 43). Mahasi’s concept
came from a long personal time of vipassana, and the fruit of his time of contemplation
was an openness to the progress of Buddhism culminating in “bringing Pali to the lady.”
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U Sujata, a resident monk of the Chanmyay Yeiktha, Yangon, shared a story of
how pursuing vipassana opened up new possibilities of pursuing peace in his own life. As
an adolescent he stole fruit and was caught. Part of his punishment was not only to return
it but also to experience the humiliation of an apology and to witness his dad’s apology
too. That led to an openness to eliminate the restlessness he identifies as falling to
temptation – stealing. Later in college he attempted to start a support group that quickly
became a social clique that then pushed him out. He began to feel that stir within him
again to seek a peace from such emotional burdens like anger and jealously, and after an
accident where he was miraculously spared injury, he spoke to a friend of his search for
peace. That friend had already begun a path in a Yeiktha seeking peace through vipassana
and instructed U Sujata that all along these incidences and his untrained personal
reflection was the path of vipassana. Thus began U Sujata’s vipassana journey, but as he
tells it, the journey really began with that piece of fruit in his coat where it should not
have been. U Sujata retold the story to me; his conclusion was that “the insights along my
journey to the sangha led to peace by prompting me to eliminate personal suffering.” His
most unsettling suffering was that of a lack of contentment, a restless spirit always
longing; “the more I sought a path to find why I was here, the more restless I became to
find why I was born. I encountered why I was born, but it was vipassana that gave me
peace.” U Sujata went on to share that the vipassana gathering is care because the highest
honor a monk can give to another is to lead the laity to eliminate suffering through
meditation and contemplation. Even given my research and travel experiences I was still
surprised to find that the Theravada Buddhist monks’ highest expression of care is a
gathering which in my ignorance simply appeared to be distanciation from this life, a loss
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of face-to-face interaction –self to the other – due to emotive or spatial reasons; my
misinterpretation was that meditation was a retreat from this life. I was surprised that the
monks were not hermits who came out from personal meditation to be amongst the
people to gather alms and food; rather the monks are spiritual leaders caring for one
another.
U Sujata revealed the goal of vipassana, “the difference between vipassana
(contemplation) and samatha (meditation) is [that] samatha seeks to focus on a reality
before one, [so that] once [a] thought is made one must expend energy to come back to it,
[whereas] Vipassana is open to all possibilities.” Thus, the practice of vipassana leaves
practitioners, as U Sujata explained, “open to the totality of one’s existence and
reflection” as opposed to just one thought focused upon and easily distracted away from.
As the monks practice vipassana, repeatedly suffering is revealed. The monks I spoke
with expressed their desire to decrease suffering, and imagination is brought to bear upon
the elimination of suffering. Dr. Thynn, seeing that those in theistic religions might find
this elimination of suffering aspect confusing, added:
I see the theistic religions - Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Hinduism somewhat with an approach that is different. The theistic religions almost go
outside to a higher power, but you are submitting yourself to the will of the higher
power and in doing that you are submitting your ego your pride letting go of your
pride and ego. …In Buddhism we don’t eschew a higher power per se but we go
inwards instead of outwards and try to work with the defilements, all sorts of
mental states jealousy, ego, etc.
For the monk, eliminating suffering is being in control of ridding oneself of defilements,
as opposed to relying on a higher power to do the work of elimination. The reality is that
in the theistic religions there is also a contemplative discipline encountered through
prayer, fasting, and meditative discernment, including listening and being still.
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In vipassana, imagination is relied upon to eliminate the defilements as ego is
subjected to contemplation. U Sujata continued, “Acknowledging the truth so revealed by
all possibilities one can eliminate attachment to what is not true about the self.” Of
special note is that for the monk, U Dhammapiya said letting go of pride and ego through
detachment is a “path to the living.” U Dhammapiya added that for the monk, eliminating
suffering is the first act of metta because the monk’s enlightenment reveals a path to the
living. Also, as was seen in the last four modern protests, the path to the living is not a
mere exercise in contemplation, rather what is revealed is action on behalf of the other –
caring for one another. U Dhammapiya (2007) suggested that the action that matters most
to the sangha – monkhood – is metta, loving kindness; calling metta “the most crucial,
effective and powerful remedy of all.”
Secondly, what was revealed in vipassana are new insights about the self as
emerged in U Sujata’s retelling of his story. U Sujata said that vipassana is “a process of
disentangling who we think we are from all the possibilities. Vipassana gives insights to
widen our horizon of yourself.” Thus vipassana leads to a quest for self on the entirety of
life. It is here that vipassana in the sangha or the yeiktha leads to widened horizons –
openness to possibilities – in gatherings. Chief of these new possibilities revealed is
metta. U Sujata said before Dhamma is metta because metta – loving-kindness – is
natural, and natural precedes the learned or revealed. Vipassana gives birth to metta.
Metta In Action: A Concern and Care for the Other
After Cyclone Nargis in 2008, a political crisis ensued in which some within the
State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) refused or delayed action for the suffering
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people. U Sujata described the crisis around Nargis following the events surrounding the
Saffron Revolution, which occurred just a year before, and said that in
the political crisis [in 2007], a monk led that demonstration and a lot of people
followed. Nargis [2008] almost nobody go to the government center because they
do not trust them. People go to the monastery because the monks freely and fairly
share the food, give quantity and quality amount, whatever, according to your age,
child maybe a small amount. We need to sometimes go more forward to help
them control their anger or sorrow when they have problems and lead them, we
don’t have a family or wife so we have more time to devote to leading.
U Sujata expressed the metta-leading action of the monks as a natural occurrence because
of pre-existing mutual relationships of trust and a known concern for the people, as well
as an act of leadership. U Sujata added: “yes action is metta and precedes Dhamma as
loving kindness; metta is natural for the Pali is natural, that’s how Gautama found it.”
The core character of the monk and the Theravadin leaders flows from this natural
primordial intention metta – loving-kindness.
Throwness: The Natural Human Orientation
U Sujata suggested that metta in action – care – is natural. Heidegger (1962: 81)
concurs, saying that the natural orientation of humanity is that of withness, caring for one
another in a human plurality. Where care is the action of Dasein’s Being, withness is the
container or incubator for the action. This orientation of a person’s Dasein – essence – is
disclosed through understanding (Heidegger 1962: 145). Dasein’s understandings are
appropriated as possibilities through the vehicle of thrownness, or being there just as one
is (Heidegger 1962: 185). When a learner understands or acknowledges their thrownness,
such a person is open to their authentic self.
I wrote in my journal on July 10, 2009 about my bus trip to Mandalay from
Yangon. This was the third day of my data collection in Burma. I was the only
Westerner on a cramped bus traveling 12 hours through the night to a city I had never
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been to, in the middle of a seasonal downpour, sitting next to a large man who kept
wanting to occupy my seat with me. We stopped at a restaurant after five hours to eat and
take a restroom break. The bathrooms were traditional outhouse toilets with a porcelain
fixture. A bucket was provided for self-flushing and my physical discomfort wore on. I
wrote:
I did not want to eat. My eyes were fixed on the bus door about 100 feet distant
waiting for it to open so my discomfort and self-pity could end. I kept feeling this
bump at my side; then I opened my mind and realized that standing under the
eave in the downpour at my feet squatting to the left was a man smoking; he was
waiting too. The constant bump on my right was another man waiting under the
same eave with his girlfriend. I was with them and they were with me. And in that
moment we had solidarity in purpose, hope, and intent – my Mandalay fusion of
horizons.
Once I acknowledged my thrownness, I had a profound sense of well-being as a
researcher. I hoped that my data analysis would not only emerge richer because I had
changed, but also I would now possess a different worldview and capacity to understand
the issues in the field from that new worldview. My journal writing and in the field
transcriptions became more fluid as I began to appropriate “a new world from the text”
(Herda 1999: 98).
Heidegger (1962: 117) states that acknowledging thrownness – being there just as
it is – constitutes the authentic projection of the Dasein; thus, the authentic self is
discovered on the other side of unfettered thrownness. In this same vein of thinking, U
Osadha related an experience of acknowledgement of his thrownness into his sangha.
One day when he was a junior monk, U Osadha came to awareness that “even doing for
yourself, staying healthy, you are still helping [the sangha].” U Osadha spoke of that
mimetic moment of reinterpreting the past in light of the present with fondness, for in that
moment, beyond the solidarity in Dhamma, Buddha and sangha, he experienced an

89

intense affirmation of what Heidegger called being there just as one is – authenticity as a
monk.
Identity
The themes identified with the research category Identity are the Pagoda as
Identity-Making and The Connectedness of Life. For Ricoeur, identity is not defined as
what we do, but rather who we are over time as expressed by our character and the
essence of our selfhood that maintains the self, as in promising. Promising is one vehicle
by which the authentic self is revealed and maintained in relationship to others – a check
and balance upon one’s personal identity. What keeps personal identity – selfhood –
connected to historical identity over time? The investigation of these two poles of the
monk’s personal identity – sameness and selfhood – is understood as narrative identity.
For the Theravada Buddhist a discussion of narrative identity must also contain an
interpretation or discussion around the concepts of rebirth and the quest for Nibbana. This
will make my preliminary analysis and presentation of data for identity longer compared
to the other categories; however, this analysis of data would not be complete without an
understanding of how personal identity is connected from life to life in the Buddhist
worldview. This presentation of research data is an attempt to make a whole out of
separate research conversations in order to come to a new understanding of the identity of
the monks of Burma.
The Pagoda as Identity-Making
It would be hard to complete a trip to Burma and not be moved, one way or the
other, by the enormous quantity of gold-leafed pagodas. I wrote in my journal July 11,
2009 that “the pagoda is identity formation.” A trip through a pagoda is about luck-
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wishing and personal review of the historical narrative of a Buddhist people through the
stories and events presented in murals and artifacts.” The pagoda reviews the story of
Gautama Buddha and gives a public space for the Buddhist to rehearse a longing or wish
for Nibbana, and a reverence for both Dhamma – the teachings of Buddha, and the
sangha – brotherhood of monks. This rehearsal is often expressed as wishing for three
things: enlightenment and Nibbana; the removal of bad karma; and, rebirth, with hope for
the ultimate rebirth as a member of the sangha, which is a precursive step to
Buddhahood.
All of the large pagodas stir a Buddhist person to wishing through a presentation
of the Gautama Buddha in 500 stories, which were displayed prominently in all the
pagodas I visited in Yangon, Mandalay, and Bago. As a result of the pagoda’s
prominence in the life of the Burmese Buddhist it comes as no surprise that many of my
research conversations intersected the pagoda experience at one point or another. My data
collection occurred in three thriving cities of Burma Yangon, Mandalay and Bago (see
Appendix A). My trip encompassed three major excursions: first, a multi-day overnight
bus trip from Yangon North to Mandalay and back; second, a one day car ride to Bago;
and third, multiple days in Yangon bookended to Mandalay and Bago. The bus drive was
approximately 12 hours and 400 miles one way, 5PM to 5AM. Bago is a city about 50
miles northeast of Yangon. To help set the context and a connection to this research text,
it was 50 miles west of Mandalay in Pakokku where a protest, which was the precursor to
the Saffron Revolution, began.
At Bago, Myi Cho, a business man and former novice monk, and I watched about
15 teenage novices actually stopping at each mural in a pagoda (see Figure 4) to read the
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Buddha narrative silently. I watched them out of the corner of my eye stop at about three
murals while we were talking before they came to where we were standing. Myi Cho,
who was also watching their progress towards us, whispered, “the pagoda is history and
museum, library and amusement park.” As the novices came to where we stood, my
normally soft-spoken companion, warming up to the presence of an audience, started
talking loudly as he explained with great enthusiasm his interpretation of what the mural
meant. There are 500 stories in all, but each pagoda I went to had a different subset of the
500, though the biggest pagodas appeared to have the same set. Each story for the
enquiring Buddhist suggests a journey to the self to apply the parable presented.

Figure 4: The Buddha story is retold in most large pagodas in Burma. The story is
retold by way of picture murals and sometimes brief narrative, this first picture
shows no narratives as was the case in Bago. The second picture shows the murals
with narration.
Myi Cho was a novice for 18 months in his teens and was asked by the sayadaw
of his village to be a monk. Because he had an ailing father, he elected instead to provide
for his mom. I was in awe of the way he enthusiastically retold the story, in English, for
the novices and myself to hear; you could hear a pin drop as for those moments he was
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again a novice with a charge of young recruits – village boys are monks, monks are
village boys. At that moment it was hard to recall that Myi Cho was not a seasoned
teacher, yet he was obviously skilled at storytelling. But what truly amazed me was the
way he connected the morals of the story to life in the typical village so that our hungry
listeners could apply the story to their own lives. One pregnant moment occurred when
Myi Cho re-told the story contained in the mural of the junior monk who chopped off a
finger to avoid bad karma in the form of constant temptation. Myi Cho shared a story
about when he was a novice and was always hungry because he was from a poor village
and a large family. He thought being a novice would quench his hunger because he was
given alms, but the reality was that he ate less than when he was at home. He often
thought he would have to chop off his finger to quench his desire to steal. It seemed that
every novice listening nervously clenched his own fists or hid his hands as they obviously
could relate.
The pagoda – museum, park, market, temple – is a platform that reinforces a
symbiotic relationship with the Burman and monk that is mediated by rebirth, a
constancy not based in religious practice as much as in permanence of character –
sameness over time. Rebirth for the Theravadin Buddhist appears to transmute character
in the form of virtue from one life to another; this will be further discussed below in this
section. The narrative identity of a Buddhist people, especially their personal crises, joys
and sorrow, is expressed in the 500 stories of Buddha, which all point to Nibbana through
many rebirths. For instance, one popular story depicts a woman who was a deer in a
previous life and then was shot by a hunter in her human life because the hunter mistook
her for a deer. Mit Win, a guide and former novice, explained this story to me at the
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Shwedagon Pagoda noting that this story is “about how we mistake friend for foe,” a
reminder not to judge based on a glimpse of who the other appears to be but rather on
who they truly are – sameness of character.
I wrote in my journal on July 7, 2009 “the gold-leaf industry is more than mere
profiteering around religious artifacts; rather, gold-leafing is part of a chain of custom
jobs (see Figure 5) that end with the average man being able to maintain the pagodas,
which are prayer halls, holiday shrines, luck-wishing sites, and recreation areas.” The
pagoda is a place where young and old gather to retreat from life for a while, finding
peace and exercising metta towards one another by luck-wishing or wishing luck upon
the other. There is an expectation of permanence over one life to another, as virtue in a
prior life influences rebirth, character, and selfhood in this life. Rebirth influences good
karma. However, as leading monks U Dhammapiya and U Osadha both pointed out in
separate conversations, the Theravadin understanding of Dhamma is that one still needs
to be reborn as a monk and faithfully pursue some 227 precepts, or attain 227 identity
markers, prior to achieving enlightenment.

Figure 5: The first picture is of a gold-leaf manufacturing shop. Here the gold nugget is
pounded on rice paper to thin wafers, and then the wafers are, trimmed. The last picture
shows men, lay and monk, placing the trimmed wafers on a statue of Buddha.
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Mit Win assisted me to ring the Shwedagon bell (see Figure 6); bell ringing is
wishing for luck for those who hear it. I wrote in my journal, “ringing a bell three times
means ringing once each for Buddha, sangha and for Dhamma, the three jewels.” Mit
Win explained, “the same thing occurs when someone bows to a monk, they are not just
showing a sign of respect and they are not worshipping the monk, but [they are engaging
in] a gift exchange … giving away merit to the monk.” The exchange is beneficial
towards increasing karma – virtue towards a better next life – for both the monk and lay
person; however, the result or efficacy is greater for the monk who is closer to Nibbana
because in the Theravadin teaching only the monks receive enlightenment a precursor to
Buddhahood. Upon my return to the United States I spoke about this exchange of luck to
U Osadha, resident monk of the Theravada Buddhist Society of America in Half Moon
Bay. After watching his United States born novices enthusiastically bow to him, I said,
“ah, that’s why monks have so much merit, thousands of bows.” U Osadha said, “yes,
and the bow is like luck, not like the West wishing for luck, [which can be an empty
gesture], but the giving of luck as a wish that the other would receive merit or favor.” U
Osadha expressed that not only were his students happy, as exhibited by their enthusiasm,
but he too was happy expressing deep pleasure and gratitude in their full prostrations. He
was visibly humbled by the experience as well.

95

Figure 6: Ringing of the Shwedagon bell, once each for Buddha, Dhamma, and
Sangha – Buddha, teachings of Buddha, and the brotherhood of monks.
No wonder that many westerners misunderstand bowing as worshipping the
Buddha and or sangha, as I surely did. This exchange of merit and luck from the lay
Buddhist to the monk, and from person to person via ringing the bell became a normal
part of my daily routine, as a visit to a pagoda or temple was on nearly every day’s
agenda. This exchange acknowledges the righteousness or virtue of the monk as
exhibited in the constancy of their character and bestows more virtue upon them as a
result.
Key to understanding this exchange is the historical narrative of a people who for
generations have witnessed the familiar journey of village boys, who first become novice
or junior monks, then progressively advance to become sayadaw or leading monks, and
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then enlightened monks or arahant, which represents the step before becoming a Buddha.
San Lin Tun, an author and student at the International Theravada Buddhist University,
explained the relationship between luck, the selfhood, and the character of the monk
saying, “we give favor [merits] to the monks who are righteous, and they practice
righteousness so our parents do, novices do, and children do.” San clarified that favor in
this context is related to virtue, for “the monks have 227 identity characteristics [that] all
increase as they receive merit.”
My initial understanding of the pagoda as identity-making contributed greatly to
understanding further discussions about the identity of the monks. Dr. Thynn said about
luck-wishing:
… the three jewels invoked in wish making (Buddha, Dhamma, sangha) to me is
more than a moral exercise, and getting rid of bad karma, … it’s spiritual to me, it
is not spiritual in the way Christians talk about spiritual but that there is an
interaction that happens inside one’s being, coming to know who you are that’s
not just a psychological exercise.
The luck-wishing exercise is a crucial element of what Dr. Thynn called karmic
cleansing. Karmic cleansing is an intentional action that follows the self-reflection of
wish making and precedes merit giving, or luck-wishing. Karmic cleansing strips away
that which masks or covers one’s selfhood and character. Dr. Thynn added, “karmic
cleansing: you are not even left with an identity you assume another identity after the
enlightenment, you’ll be an enlightened being, and then that enlightened being will be
able to live with that identity and the relative reality in accord with each situation and
after death no more rebirth.” Also, talking about the three jewels, Dr. Thynn did not call
Christianity a psychological exercise rather, Dr. Thynn was reflecting on how many
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researchers and academics refer to Buddhism as a mental exercise or a psychology, even
as a theosophy, as was revealed in Chapter Three Literature Review Essay.
I was troubled at first about how to understand this idea of “another identity”
connected with the enlightenment experience and or the rebirth experience. On several
occasions in Burma and back in the United States I wrote in my journal about the
difficulty of coming to new understandings about the identity and ethical intention of the
Buddhist monks given the idea of rebirth, which was so foreign to me. I found this
difficulty especially poignant when as a researcher I tried in earnest to discern what it
means to impute good karma from one rebirth to another and how that affects character
as defined through Ricoeur. None of my prior understandings about identity and
character quite prepared me to re-interpret the idea of rebirth. However, I came to an
intellectual understanding that the cycle of rebirth creates a symbiotic relationship in
identity formation from life to life. Karma follows one from one life to another life by
way of whom or what one is reborn as.
U Osadha added to the discussion, “when we are reborn we have a new life, mind
and matter. Not [just] a new body for an old soul, old life and new life are not the same,
rather they are totally different. Cause and effect: because of karma we are born in new
life, like a seed karma determines the tree.” In that description lays the symbiotic
relationship, for a seed takes the essence of one life to another. This DNA-like implant of
instructions for who or what one is reborn as is the identity-making matrix of the monk.
For the purposes of this study, which seeks to understand the identity and ethical
intention of the monks of Burma, a full discussion about the cycles of rebirth and
enlightenment was not necessary. However, this brief discussion of rebirth is informative
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because it provides new understandings about Buddhist teachings informing identitymaking, wishing favor upon a monk, and sustaining the character of a monk. From this
personal identity formed by multiple lives springs forth the ethical intention that lead to
action.
U Kavinda, resident monk at the Tathagata Meditation Center in San Jose,
California, also added to this discussion, speaking of one of the frustrations monks have
with people who have too simplistic a view of the largess of Buddhism principles. He
said, “people come to me that want to convert to Buddhism, I tell them Buddha was a
man not God, you don’t just turn right then left. Buddhism is practice and meditation
from one life to another, not about converting. [It is] about one rebirth to another;
Buddhism is changing who you are not changing religions.”
The Net and the Quest for Self
In terms of rebirth, what emerged from the data were one overarching Buddhist
example of the connectedness of life to life. This idea of lives being connected is far
more reaching than Ricoeur’s concept of the connectedness of life. Ricoeur (1992: 115)
posits that “all narratives have in common the quest for the self on the scale of an entire
life;” that is, a desire to seek meaning about the briefest of actions amidst the entirety or
connectedness of life. The data collected in this study also provide more specific
examples of the quest for self over the entirety of a life.
Beyond the quest for the self being revealed through re-told relevant stories lived
again and reinterpreted today, there is the horizontal connectedness one to the other that
occurs in the sangha through communal living. U Osadha talked about being connected
one to another in the sangha: “if we don’t have a duty to the other person the other person
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is useless, so we have to connect [to] each other like a net.” U Osadha gave a glimpse
into his own life and the pains he goes through to not become ill. He shared how he is
almost obsessive about dietary habits and exercise, thinking that if he becomes sick he
would be useless, and to him a monk especially should not be useless. Key to his personal
narrative of staying healthy was the idea that he cannot connect to another if he is too ill
to hold on. I understand this net to be an organizational identity, based upon a duty over
the entirety of a monk’s life in the sangha. The sangha net produces a quest to be useful
and produces a corporate and personal sense of responsibility, one to another and towards
the self.
Ethical Intention
The themes identified with Ethical Intention are Spirituality and Enlightenment,
and Paths to Personal, Cultural or National Transformation. Ricoeur (1992: 193) defines
similitude as “esteem for oneself and solicitude for other.” Similitude leads to a path of
justice and equality with the other as oneself. The embrace of equals in friendship was the
culmination of this argument and it is extended to the structures of living together in just
institutions. Ricoeur (1992: 172) calls this embrace ethical intention, “aiming at the good
life with and for others in just institutions.” Ricoeur (1992: 183-185) also defines ethics
as “the aim of an accomplished life.” The aim of Ricoeurian ethics places one squarely on
a path with and for others. Each of the themes associated with the category of Ethical
Intention illumines the religious and social-cultural paths that the monks take towards the
other.
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Spirituality and Enlightenment: The Fire and Fire Extinguisher
U Osadha suggested a metaphor for spirituality and enlightenment by way of the
elimination of personal defilement: the fire and fire extinguisher. We had a conversation
in Half Moon Bay that led to talking about anger, “yes anger I try to push it as far as I can
because my mind in meditation is very strong, as soon as it appears in our mind we can
dismiss it and learn timely control, here in oneself is the fire, meditation is the fire
extinguisher.” U Osadha also said that the problem with anger is that if one cannot
control anger, it leaps to another, with reckless abandon like a roaring fire. U Osadha
illustrated the point and said that: “someone takes a gun and shoots the employees. Why?
Employees are just employees not owner, why? He can’t control anger, he poured gas on
the flames and could not control.” The path to eliminate anger is meditation.
The Theravadin process of eliminating desire and defilement is what Dr. Thynn
refers to as karmic cleansing, a spiritual exercise. San Lin Tun also argued for the
spirituality of Buddhism by elevating the devotional aspect. He said, “one does not
practice precepts out of fear of being a dog in the next life; rather, one is devoted in their
character to be Buddhist, they acknowledge that they could come back as a dog, but
devotion drives the Theravadin Buddhist not fear.” KoKo, a Yangon businessman and
former novice monk, joined in the above conversation saying, “I am not violent by
nature. I practice metta not because I’m afraid I’ll be reborn as a dog, rather because I am
a peaceful person; that is, who I am, one at peace.” KoKo and San Lin Tun expressed
their understanding that a Buddhist who is successful at karmic cleansing in this life
progresses in each re-birth through ever-increasing degrees of devotion or practice of
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metta; metta – loving kindness – becomes inseparable from their character and an
expectation in their personal identity.
This peacemaking intention of Theravada Buddhism through meditation and
karmic cleansing pours metta on the flames of defilement and bad karma. U Sujata spoke
of the monkhood journey as firstly finding peace. As a teen, U Sujata entered the sangha
out of an ethical intention seeking purpose for living, “this body is not who I am, why
was I born?” U Sujata, looked past re-birth, finding that the more he sought a path to be
peaceful the more his aim became to find out why he was born in this body. That path, U
Sujata said, led to Vipassana, “the insights [from Vipassana] led to peace by prompting
me to eliminate the personal suffering revealed.”
Paths to Personal, Cultural or National Transformation
As considered in Chapter Three, Review of Literature Essay, Houtman (1999: v,
6) asserts that the gap between the military regime’s religious belief and practice is
revealed in an underlying fundamental tension between two cultures of Buddhism which
both espouse the use of insightful contemplation (vipassana) and meditation (samatha) in
identity-making and decision-making, but with radically different ethical intention. Also
from Chapter Three, Review of Literature, the military regime views Theravada
Buddhism as their source of power or authority (ana) to exact a brand of isolationist
nationalism, enforced by the gun (Fallow 1988; Gatbonton 2001; Marshall 2006); the
monks see Buddhism as a source of influence (awza) on a path of justice, loving-kindness
(metta), and non-violence (Houtman 1999: 12). Ten years after her initial imprisonment,
Aung San Suu Kyi was still questioning whether she had birthed a cultic following (in
Clements 1997: 62). Suu Kyi’s final speech before her initial imprisonment aimed for a

102

spirit of revolution predicated upon the people’s embrace of their Buddhist tenets as an
act of democratic freedom grounded in their commitment to liberate their own minds
from apathy and fear (Houtman 1999: 301; Kyi 1991: 188, 195, 302).
The sangha, Aung San Suu Kyi, and the military regime each seek to transform
Burma through tenets of Theravada Buddhism, with each espousing different ethical
intention. This is not to say that there exists a triad clash; rather, Aung San Suu Kyi has
always maintained the traditional reverence for the sangha, including seeking the wisdom
of the sangha as well as patronage in a Yangon Yeiktha. Nonetheless, further research
upon the possibility of a triad clash is prudent.
The New Light of Myanmar national newspaper, government owned and operated
by the Society for Policy and Development Council (SPDC), gives insight into this clash
between the freedom fighters, Suu Kyi and the sangha, and the military regime, saying
that in many ways the military regime is about the embrace of unity and right thinking,
which are traditional spaces for sangha influence alone. This imaginative embrace of the
military regime was a new understanding for me, that the military regime may view
themselves as the new sangha, as represented by their construction of pagodas to honor
generals and their participations in yeikthas as benefactors, lay Buddhist, and yogis.
Mit Win suggested that the difference between Hinayana (Theravada) and
Mahayana Buddhism is also the difference between the sangha and the military regime communal versus individual ideologies of national transformation, yet all are legitimate
Buddhist paths to Nibbana. Mit Win explained that in Mahayana the individual Nibbana
experience focuses upon the rebirth or salvific aspect of the laity one person at a time;
salvation comes for the individual through many cycles of rebirth and increased karma,
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whereas Theravada Buddhism (Hinayana) emphasizes through wish making and metta a
communal movement of the sangha to Nibbana given the favor of the laity. Mit Win
further delineated this Mahayana path to Nibbana from the Theravada path saying, “the
individual pursuit of Nibbana might be accomplished, given 30,000 incarnations, I might
make it to Nibbana too.” Mit Win suggested that in many ways the military regime is
blending these two branches of Buddhism seeking to become a sangha by both the merit
and favor of the people and encouraging individual karmic cleansing through right
thinking; however, in their case it is done by authority rather than through virtuous
influence.
Dr. Thynn spoke to the tension between these personal, cultural, and national
paths to transformation, comparing the Christian path to heaven with the Buddhist route
to Nibbana. She suggested that “in Christianity one person dies for many to reach heaven,
[whereas] in Buddhism one person may be re-born 10,000 times and still only have a
chance to reach Nibbana.” Dr. Thynn continued,
there is a colloquial term, he’s becoming like Buddha, but not a salvation
(personage) like Christ; the monk is just a teacher, like Buddha who said he is not
like God … of course because of the emotional needs of some of the Buddhists,
that part becomes almost theistic, you can ask then, what balances is the
knowledge that nirvana cannot be comforted by the Buddha you must strive on
your own and create your own karma towards it, so there [is] the balance of
devotion but the realistic knowledge that I still have to strive for my own nirvana.
Dr. Thynn touched upon the polar opposites in the salvific teachings of Buddhism and
Christianity but she surprised me by illuminating polar opposites in the understanding
about comfort as well in the pursuit of salvation. That was unexpected. The Buddhist
experiences a path to enlightenment not with a comfort from a God but rather with a
knowledge that the thriving alone is what is sought for; comfort is a secondary experience
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if it is experienced at all. This speaks of an inner strength in a sense of self in order to
pursue a spiritual path without any means for comfort save the insightful contemplation
of vipassana.
The military regime continues on a course that publicly challenges the influence
of the sangha. The struggle between the two groups has resulted in increasing tactics of
violence as the monks have pursued metta-leading action with bold and courageous
protests in the face of eminent bloodshed. It has been suggested that this struggle is one
of seeking the Buddhist heart of the people; one group with guns, the other with metta.
However, as was seen during the Saffron Revolution and the presentation of this data,
this struggle is more complex than it first appears. Chapter Six presents a secondary
analysis of this data.
Summary
New understandings emerged from the transcribed conversations as I wrote this
narrative. As a researcher, my goal was to “configure a totality out of scattered events”
(Herda 1999: 127). The following reflect the new understandings that emerged from this
preliminary analysis.
For the research category of Care, one key new understanding emerged from
conversations around contemplative mediation or vipassana. The sangha seeks to use
vipassana and samatha to influence people, whereas the SPDC attempts to exercise
authority over the people. As an example of their attempt to exercise authority, they
suggest that the citizens would be more obedient if they would meditate more. What is
similar for each group is the central understanding that successful vipassana – insightful
contemplation – unlocks a potential to be open to possibilities.
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For the research category of Identity, the pagoda emerged as a strong metaphor in
the process of monk identity-making. I chose the pagoda because of the open access that
the common Buddhist in Burma has to a pagoda and the great visibility of the pagoda to
millions of visitors to Burma. However, the meditation centers and monasteries
themselves would also reveal the same understandings. The site of the pagoda is a place
where karma can be increased, in addition to a place where the rehearsal of the Gautama
Buddha story occurs. It is this story that is the spiritual and historical narrative of every
Theravadin monk and lay person.
The pagoda presents a symbiotic relationship between the sangha and the
Buddhist people as the social, leisure and spiritual lives of the monk and Buddhist person
intersect around Nibbana wish–making where the giving of luck or merit results in
increased karma in a variety of ways. The pagoda is a medium for increasing karma, as
well as rehearsal of the Gautama Buddha story, which is the spiritual and historical
narrative of every Theravadin Buddhist.
Bowing to a Buddha statue and or a monk is an action involving one set of three
bows: once each for Dhamma – the teachings of Buddha, Buddha himself, and the
sangha. The process of bowing is an exchange of merit, luck and favor from the lay
Buddhist to the monk. This exchange is an acknowledgment of the righteousness or
virtue of the monk as exhibited in the constancy of their character. In addition, the
exchange of merit from lay Buddhist to monk is a platform to bestow more virtue upon
the monk as a result of their constancy. Key to understanding this exchange is the
historical narratives of a people who for generations have witnessed the village boy
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become junior monk, leading monk, and then enlightened monk, the last stage before
becoming a Buddha.
Further, the luck-wishing exercise appears to uncover one’s authentic character,
through a Buddhist religious phenomenon that Dr. Thynn called karmic cleansing.
Karmic cleansing unmasks one’s authentic selfhood and character. Central to
understanding the significance of karmic cleansing is the life-to-life continuum of karma
through the Theravadin understanding of rebirth. Karma follows one from this life to
another life by way of who or what one is reborn as.
A final new understanding of the identity of the monks of Burma is borne from
the metaphor of a net that includes two aspects of the quest for self: one, a connectedness
from within the sangha; and two, a descriptor of the personal expectation or drive of a
monk. The first aspect of the net is a connectedness one to another in the sangha, a shared
identity expressing the holding-power of the brotherhood. A monk is spoken of as
returning to the living if the life of the monk does not suit him, and the net is better for
this loss because a monk is foremost a dutiful person with staying power in selfhood or
personal identity. Only those experiencing their authentic self – thrownness – have such
staying power. Being dutiful to sangha and self is described as a net – holding power
(shared) and staying power (personal).
For the research category of Ethical Intention, one key new understanding
emerged from the narrative of U Osadha, who suggested a thought-provoking metaphor
for spirituality and enlightenment – the fire and fire extinguisher – the latter by way of
the elimination of personal defilement. Resident within a monk’s, or any person’s being,
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is a burning desire towards defilement, the most important action, from the Theravadin
point of view is that of vipassana to find peace, the fire extinguisher.
A final understanding for the category of Ethical Intention arose in examining the
paths to personal or national transformation. The State Peace and Development Council
(SPDC), as demonstrative of the several military regimes that came before it, appeared to
have a thirst to be a new sangha. The SPDC demonstrated this resolve by providing
pagodas and yeikthas – meditation centers – to entice the people of Burma to their
particular slant on Buddhist tenets. The struggle between the sangha and the military
regime is a fight for the heart of a people.
Ultimately the categories, Care, Identity and Ethical Intention, ideally from a
Buddhist perspective, represent part of the journey of a Buddhist people as they march
towards Nibbana. This journey is not solely through a political ideology and or a mental
or psychological path. The main point of the journey is a devotion to sangha, re-birth, and
extending metta one to the other in hopes that Nibbana may be reached. As Dr. Thynn put
forward, the possibility of Nibbana over 10,000 re-births, she also reveals a mutualinterdependence within the Buddhist people that is sustained by a deep sense of devotion
to Dhamma, Buddha, and Sangha. Nibbana is a spiritual place; Theravada Buddhism is a
spiritual path. In Chapter Six, Secondary Analysis, the critical hermeneutic tradition is
used to further mine the scattered events above, which have begun to form a whole, and
this may lead to better understand the monks of Burma.
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CHAPTER SIX
SECONDARY ANALYSIS
For from the suffering other there comes a giving that is no longer drawn from the power
of acting and existing but precisely from weakness itself. This is perhaps the supreme test
of solicitude, when unequal power finds compensation in an authentic reciprocity in
exchange, which, in the hour of agony, finds refuge in the shared whisper of voices for
the feeble embrace of clasped hands (Ricoeur 1992: 191).
Introduction
Critical hermeneutic research makes an intelligent whole of the stories of people’s
lives as a way to provide insight into the topic at hand. Herda (1999: 79) furthers that the
narrative that emerges from this intelligent whole describes “a community always on its
way.”
As noted in Chapters One and Two, there is a clash in Burma between the
traditional nurturing values associated with the monks, including their non-violent
protests, and the violence and inhumanity of the military regime that has controlled
Burma in one way or the other since the British occupation ended in 1947. This Chapter
is a secondary analysis of my conversations with the monks of Burma, a community
always on its way towards the future presented within the data. It is anticipated that this
Chapter may lead to further insights towards addressing the topic at hand and new
possibilities giving policy-makers, academic professionals, and leaders in religious or
social service institutions a new context for understanding today’s social challenges.
This secondary analysis is guided by the research categories of Care, Identity and
Ethical Intention. The category of Care provides a theoretical lens to explore the
authentic self, hopes and desires of the monks. Identity offers a means to examine the
data in terms of Ricoeur’s understanding of sameness and selfhood over time, also the
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mystical Buddhist connection between rebirth and merit-making. Lastly, Ethical Intention
guides an analysis of the actions of the monks of Burma.
Care: Thrown to Virtuous Living
What sustains metta – loving-kindness? Dr. Thynn spoke about a colloquial desire
in a substantial number of Buddhists laity saying, “The emotional needs of some of the
Buddhist becomes almost theistic.” There is the hint of what Ricoeur calls power from
above in the monk’s narrative (2004: 466), and this power from above may be what Dr.
Thynn refers to as a theistic emotional need. Power from above is that place outside of a
human being that has the capacity to sustain what humans find so hard to render oneself
to another, in this case loving-kindness. But what is more pronounced in the monk’s
narrative is not so much the sustaining source of metta, rather the idea of a call or
acknowledgement of being. This is what Heidegger (1962: 185) calls throwness – the self
being there just as it is.
U Osadha, as expressed earlier, used the metaphor of a tree to suggest that like
seed karma determines the monk’s identity, “because of karma we are born into a new
life, like a seed karma determines the tree.” U Osadha acknowledged an unchanging
beingness that karma determines in a person. U Sujata said, “the more I sought a path to
find why I was here, the more restless I became to find why I was born. I encountered
why I was born, but it was vipassana that gave me peace.” U Sujata’s encounter was a
pursuit of peace through wrestling with the profound question of being, but the answer
came in the just-as-it-is openness of vipassana. U Sujata said that vipassana is “a process
of disentangling who we think we are from all the possibilities. Vipassana gives insights
to widen our horizon of the self.” Thus, vipassana leads to a quest for self on the entirety
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of life. For the monk the end of the disentangling is an acknowledgement that is beyond
human effort. U Dhammapiya calls this place after vipassana “no effort.” In this no effort
place is Heidegger’s being just as one is.
Heidegger’s (1962: 81) concept of care expresses a natural primordial state of
being saying that the natural orientation of humanity is that of withness, caring for one
another in a human plurality. This natural orientation is throwness. Given that U Sujata
said that metta in action – care – is natural, a person living out their throwness in action is
living metta-leading action. Care is the container or incubator for the action. Metta in
action is care. Care is appropriated as openness to possibilities through the vehicle of
thrownness, or being there just as a person is (Heidegger 1962: 185).
What sustains metta is living authentically as one is thrown. When a learner
understands or acknowledges their thrownness, such a person is open to his or her
authentic self. Institutions that create platforms that help express a person’s authentic
being simultaneously create spaces to resolve social challenges of various kinds.
Identity: The Quest for Self Over the Entirety of A Life
Ricoeur’s understanding of character and the self over time emerged from an
inquiry of questions such as what does it mean to act out of character, an inquiry into an
agent’s actions over time. Ricoeur’s (1992: 114) conclusion is that what mediates
between the historical narrative that describes character from the viewpoint of others and
the personal identity that is prescribed by others as the self or the agent that is acting in
the present, is narrative identity. Narrative identity mediates between several temporal
realities, namely between sameness or idem, and selfhood or ipse. The idea of narrative
identity mediating between the idem and the ipse keeps a person in character. An
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example of this mediation is the ability to keep promises or sustain actions that are
consistent with the historical narrative that describe what being the same person looks
like. In this mediation selfhood is maintained even as the ipse encounters new horizons
with others. For the Theravadin Buddhist monk of Burma much of the sameness of their
identity is preordained by a three-way path: the mystical concept of re-birth, reinforced
by virtuous living, and sustained through a symbiotic relationship with a Buddhist laity
through merit-making.
The Quest for Self from One Life to Another
From the Theravada Buddhist worldview individuals begin life with a measure of
virtue or karma from a previous life. I came to a new understanding that the cycle of
rebirth creates a symbiotic relationship in identity formation from life to life, much like a
person would be enhanced by the sudden infusion of values and purpose were they
considered a hero or come to some new identification with a cause. A simple version of
this is when a person is commissioned to a position such as judge, such a judge
encounters an immediate set of sedimentations consistent with what it means to be a
judge, whereby a new level of relationships and values are willfully infused into their
sense of self. Ricoeur (2007: 121) explains that this type of ipse identification overlaps
idem; thus sameness is overlapped by selfhood in such a way that a reidentification and
fusion of horizon occurs with the new cause or position. Ricoeur (1992: 121) posits,
“sedimentation confers on character … a distinctive sign by which a person is
recognized, reidentified as the same.”
Karma follows one life to another life by way of who a person is or what a person
is reborn as. Returning to U Osadha’s explanation of re-birth, “when we are reborn we
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have a new life, mind and matter. Not [just] a new body for an old soul, old life and new
life are not the same, because of karma we are born [anew], like a seed karma determines
the tree.” U Osadha’s seed metaphor sets up a DNA-like implant of instructions for who
or what one is reborn as, but more so for the monk, karma sets up a new cause, the quest
for self and Buddhahood. Karma implants a set of sedimentations from one life to
another. Karma establishes an identity-making matrix for the monk, with sedimentations
formed from seed reaching back to Buddha. In this sense if a monk stays in character it is
reasonable to expect that he or she will have ever increasing virtue or karma in this life,
exceeding the virtue of the previous life. The Buddhist practice of luck-wishing and or
merit-making are intended to bestow the monk with even more virtue. Luck-wishing may
also be called merit-making although merit-making has an expanded meaning as it often
takes the form of philanthropy and other altruistic practices. However, simply being a
monk is no promise, for as U Dhammapiya pointed out, some “go back to the living.” But
even here the selfhood or ipse can develop new horizons from even the briefest of
experience with the sangha, for even the briefest time being a novice may affect the
personal karma of the novice upon going back to the living, while also increasing the
karma of the sangha. U Dhammapiya said, “even in going back this is OK, they still
sustain life.” Here he means that they sustain the sangha with alms and merit-making.
For Ricoeur (1992: 119) re-birth would be one of the “dispositions of habit” by
which a person recognizes oneself by an otherness assumed as their own. Ricoeur (2007:
121) said that this type of ipse identification, disposition of habit, overlaps idem, but in
the process dispositions of habit do not abolish character, rather they facilitate a
reidentification of the individual because of a new sense of loyalty and or humility that
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emerges. One action that flows from this habit and reidentification is an enlargement of
the historical narrative with the potential to unleash latent capacities in a monk that
“make [the monk] place a ‘cause’ above [his] own survival” (1992: 121.) Hence, a monk
exercising loyalty and humility even to death for the sake of his lay people is totally in
character with the expectation of a present life based upon sedimentations layered back to
past virtuous lives. Also, placing one’s life at risk is consistent with maintaining selfhood,
given the promises, customs, ideals, and even heroes of the historical narrative – heroes
of the monkhood of Burma.
Clearly, an argument based upon identification with dispositions of habit is not
the language a Burmese monk would use to argue for their metta-leading action, but this
is descriptive of the narrative of a selfless brotherhood of monks who have consistently
stood up to a regime whose discourse is repeatedly synonymous with violence and
oppression. If a person does not follow the path of the founder of their religious order –
namesake - he or she could be considered as acting out of character; this could have
special significance for religious leaders.
The Quest for Self Through Virtuous Living
Virtue was seen in the data to expand the horizons of a monk’s identity in two
ways, one by a monk’s personal pursuit, and two by the laity giving virtue or luckwishing. Virtue is important for this analysis of the identity of the monks of Burma
because it is the most obvious constant reinforcement of the sedimentation conferred on
the monk’s character by ipse over idem.
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The Monk as Righteous Influencer
San Lin Tun speaks of virtue and righteousness on a path to Buddhahood, “we
give favor [merits] to the monks who are righteous and they practice righteousness so our
parents do, novices do, and children do.” Returning to San’s clarification of virtue, he
posits that favor in this context is related to virtue, because “the monks have 227 identity
characteristics [that] all increase as they receive merit.” Encompassed in his
understanding is acknowledgement that this symbiotic relationship is entered into
because the monks possess virtue or righteousness. Their righteousness begets a calling
or platform to lead others: parents, novices and children.
In the 1850’s, Burma underwent a reformation in sangha practices or rules and a
protestantization period in laity access and participation (2001: 148-151). Dr Thynn
explained that the reason for this reformation was both to increase philanthropy and to
promote a desire for a more virtuous society. Now, when contrasting this symbiosis with
the Society for Policy and Development Council’s (SPDC) approach, what emerges is a
telling of a new understanding and implication for new action.
The SPDC seeks influence without transformation and through tactics of
dominance – power over – rather than through virtuous influence. The SPDC is not
seeking to be given favor, rather through coercion favor is virtually demanded. The
SPDC approach does not just intentionally defy Burmese Buddhist monk-laity tradition,
but also shows a misunderstanding of how loyalty leads to fidelity. Ricoeur (2007: 122)
said that following identification with a cause and the sedimentation of ipse over idem,
“an elementary loyalty is thus incorporated into character and makes it turn toward
fidelity, hence toward maintaining the self.” The monks keep their promises because the
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historical narrative they identify with and acknowledge through their practice and
symbiotic relationship is proven by their increasing righteousness. The SPDC declare
themselves keeper of unity and the historical Theravada traditions, yet their response to
this claim is brutality, not metta, and not keeping social promises. Of course, there are
always exceptions. U Dhammapiya mentioned abbots – sayadaws who lead yeikthas or
sanghas – who fight for various reasons, chief of which is the philanthropic interest of
wealthy patrons. Nonetheless, one implication to explore is to what extent are those who
fight for justice and social change called from a platform of influence, power in common,
as opposed to self-selected from a platform of authority.
Lastly, virtue expands the horizons of a monk’s identity through the laity practice
of luck-wishing. The most notable exchange of virtue occurs in the pagoda in the form of
luck-wishing and when the monk is involved luck-wishing also takes the form of
genuflection or bowing. Bowing occurs in or out of sight of a monk, either at the
pagodas, any identified sacred place, or one to another as an informal greeting. This
occurs because the three jewels, Buddha, Dhamma, and sangha, may be wished for on
any occasion and yet the meaning is always the same, an exchange of favor – the wishing
of luck.
As U Osadha explained before, the Theravadin understanding of luck associated
with the bow is this, “the bow is like luck, not like the West wishing for luck, [which may
be an empty gesture], but the giving of luck as a wish that the other would receive merit
or favor.” Dr. Thynn added, “the three jewels invoked in wish making (Buddha,
Dhamma, sangha) to me is more than a moral exercise, and or getting rid of bad karma,
… it’s spiritual to me.” Dr. Thynn’s insight helps to understand the significance of a
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culture where people automatically upon entering a pagoda, or passing a monk on the
street extend favor to the monk by luck-wishing. Wishing luck to one another and to the
sangha is a devotional practice. In Burma, a land that is 89% Buddhist, there exists a
solidarity around this idea of luck-wishing not because some authority tells them to do so,
rather because of the devotion to and the influence of the sangha. San Lin Tun expressed
this understanding this way, “one does not practice precepts out of fear of being a dog in
the next life; rather, one is devoted in their character to be Buddhist, they acknowledge
that they could come back as a dog, but devotion drives the Theravadin Buddhist not
fear.”
Thus, this attempt to understand the identity of the monks of Burma becomes a
discussion of the emplotment of the narratives of the monk in solidarity with the laity on
a path to Nibbana. And through the nature of re-birth the person luck-wishing today is
quite possibly the person receiving luck tomorrow as a monk: History does not repeat
itself, humans repeat history (Shahideh 2004: 58). From this viewpoint favoraccumulation is a case of what Ricoeur (2007: 193) calls similitude “esteem for oneself
and solicitude for the other.” When the Buddhist wishes luck or favor upon another they
are esteeming one another; to esteem is to have a high valuation of another. Heidegger’s
(1962: 158, 159) definition of solicitude most aptly completes this new understanding, as
he defines solicitude as a deep care that expresses the potentiality of the other.
Luck-wishing in the mutual relationship between laity and monk expresses the
potentiality in the giver and receiver. The understanding is that from the outset the
character and identity of the monk is intertwined with that of the laity in mutual
relationship and a shared vision of the future. Ricoeur (1992: 188) explains this mutual
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identity-making with the idea of reciprocity, “what friendship adds is the idea of
reciprocity in the exchange between human beings who each esteem themselves.”
Investing into this reciprocity between the monk and the lay Buddhist may lead to the
discovery of new strategies in policy making, educational practice, and religious polity
where social challenges persist. This will be discussed further in Chapter Seven Findings
and Implications.
In the quest for the self the monk can be found to be righteous. From this
character of righteousness reinforced by virtuous living, and sustained by mutual favorgiving or merit-making, both sangha and the laity strive for the good life together. In this
striving a better karma is achieved in solidarity one with the other.
Ethical Intention: Metta-Leading Action
When the transmission of favor expresses the esteem side of the monk layperson
relationship, metta expresses the action side of the relationship. The centrality of virtuous
living in the personal identity and historical narrative of the monk allows an
interpretation of their actions as benevolent as opposed to dutiful. The monks’ actions are
benevolent because their favor enhanced virtue is not based on rules rather on the
exchange of esteem. Duty does not care about friendship and esteem, rather sees another
as a project. This understanding of the monks’ benevolent actions is useful because
benevolence opens up an opportunity to lift our understanding of the actions of the monks
in the mutual relationship of reciprocity to the level of ethical intention. Ricoeur (1992:
172) defines ethical intention as “aiming at the good life with and for others in just
institutions.” For the monk there is a cause and effect relationship between virtue and
their ethical intention of the good life with and for the laity. The good life for the
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Buddhist may be interpreted as the aim of Nibbana someday and virtuous living today.
This intention behind the benevolence of the monks removes any doubt of duty and
enjoins a responsibility between the giver and the receiver towards equality (Ricoeur
1992: 190). Ricoeur (1992: 188) states that “as for the corollary of reciprocity, namely
equality, it places friendship on the path of justice, where the life together shared by a
few people gives way to the distribution of shares in a plurality on the scale of a historical
political community.” Here is found power-in-common based upon acts of benevolent
spontaneity, favor and merit-making. What is the root of the monk’s benevolent actions?
Action is analogous to discourse because in order to make full sense of acts such
as benevolent spontaneity a person must recognize that an act’s meaning is connected to
an event (Ricoeur 1992: 179). Action and tactic are different in their nature; action is
something someone does at a particular point in time with a purpose, and tactic is
operated upon people. The military is a place for tactics, not action, as seen by the
repeated bent towards tactics of dominance by the military regime. This is the basis of
power-over – dominance. Dominance always leads to violence and or suffering. Only in
ethical intention may be found intrinsic goodness and basic pleasure giving, aiming for
the good life (Ricoeur 1992: 186). Ethical intention is not based upon the power of
acting, rather upon a reciprocity that makes a connection with the suffering and weakness
of the other – power-in-common.
For from the suffering other there comes a giving that is no longer drawn from the
power of acting and existing but precisely from weakness itself. This is perhaps
the supreme test of solicitude, when unequal power finds compensation in an
authentic reciprocity in exchange, which, in the hour of agony, finds refuge in the
shared whisper of voices for the feeble embrace of clasped hands (Ricoeur 1992:
191).
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The monks are uniquely capable of passing this test of reciprocity for when they
clasp the hands of the suffering other, they clasp their own hands. The monks posture is
from that of weakness. The embrace of authentic leadership is the embrace of oneself as
the other, “self esteem and solicitude cannot be experienced or reflected upon one
without the other” (Ricoeur 1992: 180). In this embrace the people of Burma have found
comfort, mutual relationship and solidarity for centuries. U Sujata expressed this comfort
and solidarity when he looked back on the events of 2007 and 2008 and noted that few of
the people used government relief services because they did not trust the military regime.
When the SPDC clasps the hands of the suffering other, the other recoils from the
pain of dominance. When the monk clasps the hands of the suffering other, the other is
swept into a warm embrace. The worldview of the Buddhist monks calls this benevolent
spontaneity metta. The root of the monk’s benevolent actions is the elimination of
suffering through metta-leading action.
As U Sujata claimed above: “action is metta, is preceding Dhamma as loving
kindness, metta is natural for the Pali is natural, that’s how Gautama found it.” Similarly,
as noted before U Dhammapiya (2007) calls metta “the most crucial, effective and
powerful remedy of all.” Metta is solicitude in action. In situations where the objective is
to eliminate suffering the juxtaposition of the SPDC embrace of dominance next to the
monk embrace of metta is highly instructive.
Summary
Chapter Six presents an analysis of the categories used in Chapter Five. The
research categories used to guide this discussion were that of Care, Identity and Ethical
Intention. Care provided a theoretical lens to explore the authentic self, hopes and desires
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of the monks. The monks have a natural orientation towards the other because metta in
action or care is natural, and the pursuit of peace through vipassana is a path to metta.
What sustains metta is living authentically as one is thrown. The sangha is a public
institution that creates platforms that help express a person’s authentic being, and
simultaneously creates peaceful space to resolve many social challenges.
The category of Identity highlighted the importance of sameness and selfhood
over time, and the mystical Buddhist connection between rebirth and luck-wishing or
favor. The narratives of both the monks and laity are one of mutual relationship
reinforced by luck-wishing. Luck-wishing in the mutual relationship between laity and
monk expresses the potentiality in the giver and receiver. There is unrealized potential for
eliminating social challenges in this mutual relationship. The influence of the monks in
Buddhist society may be leveraged to complement the authority of Burmese policy
makers, educators, and social or religious service institutions.
Lastly, the concept of Ethical Intention guided an analysis of the actions of the
monks of Burma. The monks are driven by a desire to eliminate suffering in their being,
and as a result experience metta-leading action. Many social challenges in Burma are due
to the dominance of the military, which drives the Society for Peace and Development
Council (SPDC). The SPDC, the current military regime, is not suited for discourse in the
public space because the military in general, and specifically in Burma, is a place for
tactics not action. Action is analogous with discourse. Discourse always claims to
describe, narrate or prescribe the actors in a narrative. Thus, the one engaged in discourse
is engaged in re-telling actions. The monks driven by a desire to eliminate suffering are
immersed in a discourse that consistently births metta. For the monk the most crucial and
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powerful remedy to suffering is metta. Chapter Seven finalizes this dissertation with a
summary of research findings, implications, recommendations for future research and a
final reflection of the researcher.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS
Sometimes our religious leaders say you should not do evil, but it is not the doing, it is
the people who sit and let it happen (Dhammapiya 2007).
Introduction
Chapter Seven presents a summary of the research project including a review of
the research topic, description of the conversation partners, the literature review essay,
research process and findings. Chapter Seven also discusses the implications of the
research and suggestions for further research. This dissertation concludes with a personal
reflection of the research topic and the research experience.
Summary of the Research
The September 2007 Saffron Revolution profoundly brought to the attention of
the world the struggle between two groups who both profess to exercise the same
Theravada Buddhist tenets. The two groups that clashed were the Theravada Buddhist
monks of Burma and the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), the successors
of a military regime that came to power shortly after Britain removed their occupying
forces from Burma in 1947 (Trager 1966: 89). Roughly 50,000 monks took to the streets
in an unprecedented display of imagination, courage, and selfless resolve; that resolve
was met by a military regime with an equally unprecedented display of violence,
brutality, and inhumanity (Anonymous 2007: 236). This text explores the ethical
intention and narrative identity of the monks of Burma – the monks of the Saffron
Revolution. My conversation partners included Burmese monks residing in Yangon and
Mandalay, Burma and in Northern California, USA. I also conducted research
conversations with several businessmen, who were all former novice monks, and one

123

student at the International Theravada Buddhist Missionary University in Yangon.
It appears that the monks in this study have resolved to oppose the violence and
inhumanity of the SPDC. It may be that this analysis of the monk’s narratives may lead to
new insights for those battling social challenges, in Burma and in other parts of the
world.
The literature review essay is preceded by an exploration of Burma’s background
in four sections: the Burmans, Theravada Buddhism, the military regime, and the Burman
suffrage for democracy. The military regime has existed under different names but has
held complete power since the British removed their occupying forces. The current
version of the military regime is called the SPDC. The review essay presents literature
that explores the tenacious spiritual leadership of the monks, which persists in spite of the
great costs associated with being governed by a brutal military regime. Moreover, the
literature review essay explores the intersection of Buddhism with Burmese society and
culture, the monkhood and spiritual leadership, and ethical action. I also include a
discussion on the three major critical hermeneutic concepts that inform the research topic,
Heidegger’s concept of Care and Ricoeur’s concepts of Identity and Ethical Intention.
The research protocol is guided by the critical hermeneutic tradition as described
by Herda (1999). The primary authors from the critical hermeneutic tradition for this
research include Paul Ricoeur, Martin Heidegger, and Ellen Herda. In hermeneutic
participatory research, the researcher’s intention is to yield interpretations for the data
that “lead to ontologically changed selves in relationship to others” (Herda 1999: 3). In
this research, data were collected from transcribed conversations and the experiences of
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the researcher with the intention of revealing the plot that emerged from combined
narratives of my research partners.
The interpretive tradition provides a lens to understand the identity and ethical
intention of the monks of Burma and informs an understanding of how people in general
employ ethical action to lessen social injustice as well as address other social challenge.
The themes identified with the research category Care are Openness to Possibilities and
Metta in Action. There is a sub-category of Care as discussed on page 59, Throwness. A
theme within the sub-category of Throwness is Withness. The themes identified with the
category Identity are the Pagoda as Identity-Making and the Connectedness of Life. The
themes identified with the category of Ethical Intention are Spirituality and
Enlightenment and Paths to Personal, Cultural or National Transformation.
Research Findings
The narratives from my conversation partners, text analysis, and research findings
show that understanding the identity and ethical intention, grounded in care, of selected
monks of Burma has potential to lessen social injustice and social challenges of many
kinds. The findings of the research are: 1) vipassana – insightful contemplation –
orientates the monk toward the other; 2) part of the monk’s identity is formed by the
wishing of luck or favor; and 3) the root of the monks’ everyday actions is metta. The
first finding identifies the unique positioning of the monks toward the laity in particular,
and the other in general, as in the multi-ethnic people of Burma. The second finding
acknowledges the formative nature of luck-wishing while noting tht the monk’s identity
is formed from other realities as well. Also, the last finding identifies the fundamental
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cause or essence by which the monks derive their impetus to act on behalf of the people
of Burma.
1. Vipassana Orientates the Monk toward the Other
My first finding in the data is that vipassana – insightful contemplation –
orientates the monk toward the other, as well as inward-outward. This finding is at first
glance surprising because it calls out a discipline of the junior monk or monk in general
that is practiced alone in the pursuit of the elimination of personal suffering. However,
the monk’s goal for vipassana is not entirely personal, but rather oriented toward an
intention to enter peace as one would enter a doorway. This doorway leads back to the
living – the people in the world. Vipassana refers to the capacity to be open to all
possibilities during a metaphorical walk through the doorway. Moreover, vipassana is a
journey of discovery toward the authentic self, disentangled from all other possibilities; U
Dhammapiya called this disentangling a “no effort” place, in which being-just-as-it-is can
be found.
From this contemplation emerges the idea that metta is natural and that the Pali is
natural. Metta in action – care – is a natural orientation for the monk because the natural
state of human beings is that of withness, an orientation towards the other. What sustains
metta is living authentically as one is thrown. Vipassana orients the monk toward the
other, which in this research context meant that the monk felt called to stand up for the
oppressed by marching in the Saffron Revolution.
2. Partial Monk Identity is Formed by Wishing of Luck One to the Other
Part of the monk’s identity is formed by the wishing of luck or favor between the
laity and the monk. Luck-wishing may also be called merit-making although merit-
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making has an expanded meaning as it often takes the form of philanthropy and other
altruistic practices.
The sameness and selfhood of the monk is intertwined with the Buddhist laity in
the mutual relationship established and reinforced by wishing each other luck or favor.
This mutual identity-making is the esteem sharing of reciprocity between human beings.
Luck-wishing is the exchange of esteem one to the other in friendship – reciprocity. In
this research context luck-wishing was a prominent practice in the pagodas and on the
streets throughout Burma.
3. The Root of the Monks Everyday Actions is Metta
My final research finding is that the root of the monk’s everyday actions is metta.
Metta-leading action is the monk’s direct interference in the world with an aim towards
diminishing the suffering of the other. Metta-leading action intersects the world primarily
through luck-wishing and the spreading of Dhamma, which rids the lay person of bad
karma, thus moving both the lay person and monk closer to Nibbana. Metta-leading
action was also noted to be a recurring theme in the lives of the monks as four modern
protests were explored.
The elimination of suffering is analogous with the spread of metta. As stated
before, it is considered evil for the monk not to act. Metta-leading action naturally
motivates the monk toward decreasing the suffering of the other, which in this research
context found that the action was analogous to standing up to the SPDC when they raised
the cost of fuel oil by 500%.
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Implications for Practice
Ricoeur (1992: 104) said that the “actions of each one of us are intertwined with
the actions of everyone else.” Further, action is analogous to discourse because meaning
is connected to an event (Ricoeur 1992: 179). My hope is that the implications that
emerged from this research may become a different kind of event that may invoke
discourse in the public sphere, in leadership development, and in program development
and policy.
1. Action in the Public Sphere
The monks have a natural orientation towards the other. This research finding
suggests actions in the public sphere. Institutions that create platforms such as retreats,
community-based professional development venues, and customer-client learning
environments that help express a person’s authentic being in community with society
may simultaneously create spaces to resolve social challenges of any kind.
Such a platform for authenticity and personal growth occurred within the Ministry
of Forestry through face-to-face meetings and break out sessions with Alan Rabinowitz.
Several monks worked alongside Rabinowitz in the implementation of action steps that
came out of these meetings and sessions. These learning sessions led to the creation of
the largest tiger preserve not only in Burma’s history, but also in the world (Rabinowitz
2001).
2. Action in Leadership Development
Part of the monk’s identity is formed by the wishing of luck or favor between the
laity and the monk. This research finding has implications for leadership development.
The use of mutual relationship building and reciprocity in the workplace may further
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leadership development goals of any kind. Workshops that focus on relationship building
and reciprocity may expand the esteem-building concept of leadership exemplified by the
monks of Burma.
Cooperative projects between the sangha and civic groups already result in mutual
undertakings on the scale of joint awareness campaigns such as conservation projects and
infrastructure projects such as new pagodas, schools and universities. The International
Theravada Buddhism Missionary is an example of cooperation between the Ministry of
Religious Affairs and the sangha that has intentionally developed leaders on an
international scale.
3. Action in Program Development and Policy
A final implication emerges from the research finding that the root of the monk’s
everyday actions is metta. Learning about another’s experience in their social,
professional or religious context may yield understandings in the progress and
effectiveness of programs and policy development. Colloquiums, town hall meetings, and
special interest summits are excellent opportunities to learn about the experiences of
others in mixed social, professional or religious contexts in order to bring to bear policy
or program solutions that meet real felt needs. Such information gathering workshops
may provide a context to learn of the circumstances of others and bring to bear program
and policy solutions informed from first hand new understandings.
Burma would benefit from more faith-based initiatives, or rather sangha-based
initiatives, especially information gathering sessions around the delivery of goods and
services in areas of concern such as health, distribution of resources or education.
Initially this was not the case in Cyclone Nargis (2008), but eventually the military
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regime and other non-government agencies relied heavily upon the organizational
strength and goodwill of the sangha to deliver services.
Suggestions for Further Research
The reality of creating a story from separate events is that gaps may appear in the
story. Hence, I propose several stories that are yet to be told fully or at all in the narrative
of this research. Future research may be able to tell several stories: first, what some have
coined the hermit dictatorship of the military regime (Fallow 1988; Gatbonton 2001;
Marshall 2006); second, the possible existence of a political triad between the sangha, the
democratic movement of Aung San Suu Kyi, and the military regime; third, a narrative
illuminating the intersection of the monkhood and the fragility of space; and finally, a
fuller exploration of how a member of the sangha is called upon for moral or spiritual
leadership. I have also included several suggestions for future research that consider
religious leadership in general.
1. A Hermit Dictatorship
Further study may reveal new understandings upon the military regime’s hermit
tendencies. These tendencies appear to be associated with an inability to deal with outside
influences because of the devastation caused by colonialization, which upset the harmony
of monarchy and monastery. The regime appears still to be running from the ghost of the
British.
2. A Political Triad: Sangha, Aung San Suu Kyi, and SPDC
Aung San Suu Kyi (1991: 7) notes that her father disliked the idea of mixing
politics and Buddhism; however, she also notes that Burmese concepts of identity and
politics go hand in hand with Buddhism and that her political career routinely sought the
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advice of the sangha (Houtman 1999: 294). Further study is needed to understand if what
has been formed in Burma is a political triad. The first member of the triad would be the
military regime, which asserts a Mahayana style Buddhist culture, at best, or Buddhism
disguised by tactics of dominance, at worst. The second triad member would be the
sangha. The third triad member would be the progressive Democratic Buddhist Socialism
of Aung San Suu Kyi’s father perpetuated in the spiritual leadership of Aung San Suu
Kyi and her democratic movement.
3. The Sangha and the Fragility of Space
Daniel McPherson (2010) notes that during the Saffron Revolution “the monks
came out of the pagoda and in so doing created a public space for discourse.” This
comment invokes another item for further research. As this study considered the identity
making aspects and leadership model of the monk’s entrée into the public space, further
research may illumine the fragility of the public space where various forms of discourse
occurred. From this study emerged public discourse of various forms including discourse
centered upon luck-wishing in the pagoda, as well as the silent mo nks brutalized by the
guns and boots of the military regime.
Such research may answer the question: how do interested parties work within
this fragile public space to sustain discourse towards resolving social challenges? Also,
research upon this entrée into public space may be instructive towards illuminating the
“fragility of space” (McPherson 2010) in particular. The fragility of space as a metaphor
underscores in this case the brutality experienced by the monks as they sought discourse
through action.
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4. Sangha as Moral Leaders or Spiritual Leaders
Further research may answer a question that I was haunted by throughout the
writing of this dissertation: what is the real difference between a moral and a spiritual
leader? And, which label reflects the monks of Burma? My initial thought is that in the
monks we indeed do have a merging of the What and Why questions of morality and
spirituality consecutively, and this merging constitutes the influence of the sangha.
Further research may resolve this question substantively.
Also, in the context of further research into the monks as spiritual or moral
leaders, several religious implications arise that may lead to future discourse. One is the
implication that for religious leaders to not follow the path of their namesakes or
founding fathers is to act out of character. As noted above, U Dhammapiya went so far as
to proclaim not acting as evil. Two is the extent to which those who fight for justice and
social change are called from a platform of influence and power-in-common as opposed
to being self-selected from a platform of authority, power-over? And third how would the
ethical intention and identity of the monks compare with missionaries who risk
everything to fight justice around the world, whether nuns in Calcutta, peace workers in
central America, bible runners in China, or even other world religion practitioners in
Burma? How is their orientation, effectiveness or tenacity different from the Burmese
monks? Is it different indeed?
Further, at times during the creation of this text I wondered if the sheer weight of
the oppression in Burma combined with the poverty and demoralization of the Burmans
drives action to some degree. I am reminded of Dr. King, Gandhi, and Nelson Mandela
who in the face of the sheer wicked depravity of their times rose up to become
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quintessential leaders. Monks who have little to lose except their lives may be drawn to
greater risks than western spiritual leaders or parishioners who may give financially until
it hurts or give of their time towards resolving social challenges, but will not even
consider a path that may lead to martyrdom.
Finally, further research may lead to understandings of how and whether the
monks inspire each other or the people within the military regime. Such was the case in
the relationship between the monk U Tilawka, Rabinowitz and General Chit Swe in the
creation of the world’s largest tiger reserve. Dr. King and the civil rights movement
succeeded in making major changes through their examples and these continue to inspire
today. Are the monks having similar success and what is their legacy in Burma or
worldwide? For many their fight for freedom and metta-leading action towards the other
will continue to inspire.
Personal Reflections from the Researcher
I started this research journey out of a deep concern for the spiritual condition of
believers or religious adherents worldwide. A person need not look far to encounter one
of the 4.3 billion people who say that they are adherents of one of the four major religions
of the world (Hunter 2007). The four major religions considered, ordered from largest to
smallest, are Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism (Hunter 2007). For every
seven people on this planet, five claim affiliation with one of these four. This reality
presents a startling gap or enigma.
In the midst of this large presence of religious adherents is the reality that social
injustices, including violence against women and children, the presence of military
regimes and dictatorships, terrorism, an expanding disparity between the haves and the
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have nots, and suppression of freedom and human rights are seemingly on the increase
(Chung 2005; El-Ad 2008; Fisk 2008; Osava 2007; Swapan 2008). This is occurring
despite the tenets of the major world religions, which include values such as helping the
poor. The large presence of religious adherents who follow tenets that have the potential
to resolve social injustices brings into clear view the gap between religious practice and
living out the implications of such tenets. My concern is that as religious leaders,
educators, and institutions we are doing a poor job helping our adherents and students
connect religious tenets with practice, namely resolving social injustice or challenges of
any kind.
Thus my initial research interest was to explore this gap, or enigma, between
religious belief and religious practices on a path that effectively works towards resolving
social justice. I chose Burma because the events of 2007 and 2008 brought Burma to the
attention of the world considering the Saffron Revolution and cyclone Nargis. However,
along the way I found a deeper interest awakening within me, that interest being a
question: what is it about the monks’ character and selfhood that causes them to
consistently, decade after decade, stand up for social justice regardless of the
consequences? I took this resolve of the monks very personally as I knew in my own
heart that the world would be hard pressed to find 50,000 Imams, Pastors, Rabbis or
Priests (as was the case during the Saffron Revolution) to stand up in unison for anything
related to justice knowing that violence awaited them.
I believe this research found me and that I have been summoned to become more
attuned to a global movement of resolving social challenges. During the research process
I remained open to a re-understanding of my own religious practice I acknowledged that
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Buddhism and Christianity are very dissimilar religions: Buddhism has a moral and
spiritual orientation towards the path of the living expressed as the elimination of
suffering, re-birth and Nibbana. Christianity is a belief in God through a relationship with
God the Son, Jesus Christ, which informs an adherent’s everyday life through the
potentiality of a personal relationship and promise of eternal life.
Lastly, I wish to reflect on how I feel about the text that is woven here from
individual conversations. How has this research touched me? I have certainly come to a
fusion of horizons with the monks, and their narrative has become sedimented with my
own character and identity; my idem has been enhanced by this brief three-year encounter
with the suffering in Burma. That feels right.
I started this research process to change the world. In the end I am still working
on changing me. Nonetheless, if the world wants to come along for the ride then we will
all be better for it through what U Dhammapiya calls “living nobly about,” metta-leading
action. As Martin Luther King Jr. wrote several decades ago,
darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out
hate; only love can do that. Hate multiplies hate, violence multiplies violence, and
toughness multiplies toughness in a descending spiral of destruction.... The chain
reaction of evil--hate begetting hate, wars producing more wars--must be broken, or
we shall be plunged into the dark abyss of annihilation (King 1981: 53).
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Appendix A: Map of Saffron Revolution Protests
September 2007, 50,000 monks took to the streets in 156 cities, only the ordained
monks, the students and novices could not leave monasteries and schools
(http://ratchasima.net/saffron-revolution/).

Mandalay

Bago
Yangon

149

Appendix B: Glossary of Burmese Terms
This Glossary presents two lists of Burmese terms; the first is in order of
appearance in the text, the second is alphabetical.
1. U – Is an honorific, title of distinction, much like Reverend or Father. The Burmese
also use the word Ashin, which translates to Reverend in English. A similar honorific
for women is Daw meaning Madame or revered woman.
2. Metta – loving-kindness
3. Bama – Burmese English transliteration of Burma
4. Myanma – Burmese English transliteration of Myanmar
5. Tantra – the attainment of enlightenment
6. Awza – the influence of the monks
7. Ana – the authority of the state
8. Sangha – the (a) brotherhood of Burmese monks
9. Vipassana – insightful contemplation
10. Samatha – meditation
11. Loka – a concern with the mundane affairs of everyday life
12. Dharmic (order) – insights and instruction based upon the sacred Pali text
13. Pali – the sacred text of Buddhism the very words of Gautama Buddha
14. Shinbyu – passage by men or boys into the monastery for an extended amount of time
15. Nikaya – the lineage of a particular monastic division much like last names in a
patriarch culture
16. Yeiktha – meditation center
17. Nibbana – Pali form of Nirvana (Sanskrit), the end to the cycles of death and re-birth

150

18. Kopaka Apwe – guardian associations, an arrangement between donors and an
attendant monk
19. Sayadaw – an abbott or leading monk
20. Sasana – a dispensation or age, this is currently the age of the laity
21. Gaing – a sect or order of Burmese Theravada Buddhism; gaing is Burmese, in Pali
nikaya
22. Thudhamma – the greater gaing of Burmese Theravada Buddhism
23. Shwegyin – the lesser gaing of Burmese Theravada Buddhism
24. Yogin – a meditative saint
25. Namchai – spontaneous compassion and hospitality to strangers
26. Krengchai – a reluctance to critique another or engage directly in hostility
27. Thakin – lord or master, title given to members of a Burmese nationalist group in the
1930’s
28. Pongyi – a non-violent sangha in the 1930’s
29. Sutta – Burmese for Sutra (Sanskrit), relating to the sacred Pali text, the Metta Sutta
is the most familiar and respected recitation of pious Buddhists.
30. Thabeik – to strike, literally to turn the begging bowl upside down
31. Dhamma – the teachings of Gautama Buddha and the sangha
32. Arahant – enlightened monk or being
33. Karmic (cleansing) – intentional actions that follow vipassana or samatha and meritmaking, the outpouring in this life of self-reflection or the effect of deeds
This list is alphabetical.
1. Ana – the authority of the state

151

2. Arahant – enlightened monk or being
3. Awza – the influence of the monks
4. Bama – Burmese English transliteration of Burma
5. Dhamma – the teachings of Gautama Buddha and the sangha
6. Dharmic (order) – insights and instruction based upon the sacred Pali text
7. Gaing – a sect or order of Burmese Theravada Buddhism; gaing is Burmese, in Pali
nikaya
8. Karmic (cleansing) – intentional actions that follow vipassana or samatha and meritmaking, the outpouring in this life of self-reflection or the effect of deeds
9. Kopaka Apwe – guardian associations, an arrangement between donors and an
attendant monk
10. Krengchai – a reluctance to critique another or engage directly in hostility
11. Loka – a concern with the mundane affairs of everyday life
12. Metta – loving-kindness
13. Myanma – Burmese English transliteration of Myanmar
14. Namchai – spontaneous compassion and hospitality to strangers
15. Nibbana – Pali form of Nirvana (Sanskrit), the end to the cycles of death and re-birth
16. Nikaya – the lineage of a particular monastic division much like last names in a
patriarch culture
17. Pali – the sacred text of Buddhism the very words of Gautama Buddha
18. Pongyi – a non-violent sangha in the 1930’s
19. Samatha – meditation
20. Sangha – the (a) brotherhood of Burmese monks
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21. Sasana – a dispensation or age, this is currently the age of the laity
22. Sayadaw – an abbott or leading monk
23. Shinbyu – passage by men or boys into the monastery for an extended amount of time
24. Shwegyin – the lesser gaing of Burmese Theravada Buddhism
25. Sutta – Burmese for Sutra (Sanskrit), relating to the sacred Pali text, the Metta Sutta
is the most familiar and respected recitation of pious Buddhists.
26. Tantra – the attainment of enlightenment
27. Thabeik – to strike, literally to turn the begging bowl upside down
28. Thakin – lord or master, title given to members of a Burmese nationalist group in the
1930’s
29. Thudhamma – the greater gaing of Burmese Theravada Buddhism
30. U – Is an honorific, title of distinction, much like Reverend or Father. The Burmese
also use the word Ashin, which translates to Reverend in English. A similar honorific
for women is Daw meaning Madame or revered woman.
31. Vipassana – insightful contemplation
32. Yeiktha – meditation center
33. Yogin – a meditative saint
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Appendix C: Letter of Invitation
University of San Francisco, San Francisco
Date
Participant Name
Title
Organization
Address
Dear Mr./Ms.:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research study. This research examines the
identity and ethical aims of the monks of Burma. Any number of sites in the world could be
chosen to explore this enigma. Burma has come to the attention of the world stage because of
cyclone Nargis of 2008, and the outpouring of solicitude by the sangha – or monkhood, the
monastic community. It is my hope that this research will provide insight and implications
towards providing an authentic voice to the cry for justice of oppressed people.
Please sign and date the consent form. This will provide me with permission to audio
record and transcribe our conversation(s) to be used in my data analysis. Following our
conversation, I will transcribe and send to you for any edits you may have for clarification.
For our conversation, I will have a few guiding questions to help facilitate an open
dialogue concerning the research topic. Your experiences and knowledge on the topic will be
valuable, as we have a dialogue, not an interview, sharing and exploring each other’s insights and
knowledge on the identyt and ethical aims of the monks.
The following questions may be posed:
• What are the ideas, concepts, or relationships that connect the monkhood, Burmese
society, and Burmese people?
• Tell me from your experience what sustains the public actions of the monkhood.
• Consider the world stopping events in Burma, 2007-2008, which brought to the
surface the good and bad in people. Looking back how have you changed?
• Given the long history of Buddhism in Burma and the central role of the monastery in
everyday life, reflect upon present trends you see in the monkhood and the religious
life of Burmese people.
• What do you imagine for the future of the Burmese people? The monkhood?
I appreciate your participation and look forward to conversing with you.
Sincerely,
Beryl Banks
Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco, School of Education
Organization and Leadership Program
Email: beryl_banks@yahoo.com Cell: 415-505-9106
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Appendix D: Letter of Confirmation
Date
Participant Name/Title
Organization
Address
Dear Mr./Ms.:
Thank you very much for allowing me the opportunity to have a conversation
with you exploring the religious actions of the Buddhist monks of Burma as they build
bridges to lessen social injustice in Burma. My research aim is to understand the enigma
between religious belief and religious practice. Any number of sites in the world could be
chosen to explore this enigma. Burma has come to the attention of the world stage
because of numerous outpourings of solicitude by the the monastic community. Our
conversation will be part of a text to imagine new possibilities for religious and nongovernment leaders in local and international communities.
I am confirming our meeting on _________________. Please let me know if
something requires you to change our arranged date, time, or place.
With your permission, I will tape record our conversation, transcribe the tapes
into a written text, and submit it to you for review. After you review this transcript, I
would like to discuss our conversation again and include any follow-up thoughts and
comments you might have. Please know that data for this research are not confidential.
The exchange of ideas in conversation is the format of participatory research. This
process encourages you to comment upon, make additions, and/or delete portions of the
transcripts from our conversations at a future date. In addition, this process allows you
the opportunity to reflect upon our conversation, and possibly gain new insights into the
subjects. Only after you have approved the transcript will I proceed to analyze the text of
our conversation.
Again, I thank you for your generosity in volunteering your time and energy. I
look forward to meeting with you, and to our conversation.
Sincerely,
Beryl Banks
Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco, School of Education
Organization and Leadership Program
Phone: 415-505-9106, Email: beryl_banks@yahoo.com
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Appendix E: Consent Form
University of San Francisco, San Francisco
Consent to be a Research Participant
Purpose and Background
Mr. Beryl Banks, a doctoral student at the University of San Francisco, School of
Education, is exploring the religious actions of the Buddhist monks of Burma that build
bridges to lessen social injustice in Burma. More specifically, it is a study to explore the
enigma between religious belief and religious practices in the hopes of discovering
approaches towards increasing the just actions of religious adherents. Our conversations
will be part of a text to imagine new possibilities for religious and non-government
leaders in local and international communities.
Procedures
I agree to be a participant in this study. I am aware that the conversations between the
researcher and I are voluntary. It is anticipated that most conversations will be in English
and that a translator will be present to translate the dialogue, if I choose to speak in
another language. These conversations will reflect my insights, feelings, and opinions
about my personal experience and knowledge with the issues. I agree that Mr. Banks may
record our conversations on audio and/or videotape, which will be transcribed. A copy of
the transcript will be returned to me for review, editing, and approved before it is
subjected to analysis. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time, that I
may discontinue the conversation at any point, and request any changes or deletions. My
participation in this research project is voluntary, and any data I contribute to this study
will not be confidential. I agree that all data collected during the research process and my
name may be used in the dissertation and subsequent publications.
Risks and/or Discomforts
I am free to decline to answer any questions or stop the conversations at any point. I may
also withdraw my participation at any time. I understand that I may be identified and
quoted in the dissertation and subsequent publications. While the conversations and
transcripts in this research are collaborative, the writing that comes from them is the
researchers product, and may include some editing by the respondent. I am therefore
consenting to forgo anonymity under these conditions. I acknowledge that I have been
given complete and clear information about this research, and it is my option to make the
decision at the outset about whether to participate or not, and can withdraw at any time
without any adverse consequences.
Benefits
There will be no direct benefit to me from participating in this study. The anticipated
benefit of this study is a better understanding of the topic at hand.
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Costs/Financial Considerations
There will be no costs to me in taking part in this study.
Alternatives
I am free to elect not to participate in this study.
Questions
I have spoken with Mr. Beryl Banks about this study and have had my questions
answered. If I have further questions about the study, I may contact him at (415) 5059106. I may also visit Mr. Banks at 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-1080,
or email him at beryl_banks@yahoo.com. His advisor, Dr. Ellen Herda, can also be
contacted at the University of San Francisco, at the following phone number (415) 4222075.
If I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I should first talk
with the researcher. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I may contact the
IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in research projects. I may
reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and leaving a voicemail message, by
FAX at (415) 422-5528, by emailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the:
IRBPHS, Department of Counseling Psychology
Education Building, University of San Francisco
2130 Fulton Street
San Francisco, CA 94117-1080
Consent to Participate in Research
I have been given a copy of this consent form to keep. I understand that my participation
in this dissertation research conducted by Mr. Beryl Banks is voluntary. My signature
below indicates that I agree with the above procedures and conditions.
________________________________________________________________________
____
Participant’s Signature
Date
________________________________________________________________________
____
Researcher’s Signature
Date
________________________________________________________________________
____
Researcher’s Name (print)
Date

157

Appendix F: Thank You and Follow-Up Letter
Date
Participant Name/Title
Organization
Address
Dear Mr./Ms.:
Thank you very much for giving me the opportunity to have a rich and
meaningful conversation with you. I appreciate you sharing your experiences and
opinions on the religious actions of the monks of Burma, their beliefs, and practices that
build bridges towards lessening social injustice in the lives of the people of Burma.
I have attached a copy of our transcribed conversation for your review and
approval. Please review the transcription and provide any feedback, changes and/or
additions that you may have. This is an on-going document and any new understandings
or reflections are important to include. Please provide me with your comments by [date].
Thanks again for your participation.
Sincerely,

Beryl Banks
Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco, School of Education
Organization and Leadership Program
Phone: 415-505-9106
Email: beryl_banks@yahoo.com
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Appendix G: Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
(IRBPHS) Approval Form
From: "irbphs" <irbphs@usfca.edu>
Date: April 6, 2009 9:20:45 AM PDT
To: <beryl_banks@yahoo.com>
Cc: "Ellen Herda" <herdatemp@yahoo.com>
Subject: IRB Application #09-029 - Application Approved
April 6, 2009
Dear Beryl Banks:
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS)
at the University of San Francisco (USF) has reviewed your request for human
subjects approval regarding your study.
Your application has been approved by the committee (IRBPHS #09-029).
Please note the following:
1. Approval expires twelve (12) months from the dated noted above. At that
time, if you are still in collecting data from human subjects, you must file
a renewal application.
2. Any modifications to the research protocol or changes in instrumentation
(including wording of items) must be communicated to the IRBPHS.
Re-submission of an application may be required at that time.
3. Any adverse reactions or complications on the part of participants must
be reported (in writing) to the IRBPHS within ten (10) working days.
If you have any questions, please contact the IRBPHS at (415) 422-6091.
On behalf of the IRBPHS committee, I wish you much success in your research
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Appendix H: Excerpts from Journal
Beryl on Bus to Mandalay
10/7/09 my first thought a 1:00 AM on the bus “what a waste of time!” the YGN-MND
ride started at 2:00 PM checkout of CH through the dregs of Myanma’s have nots to the
Myanma version of a greyhound. That feeling of loneliness crept back I just waned to sit
on the bus and melt in a pool of low self-esteem, then it hit me I’m living the life of the
other on the train to MND, the train is even a worst hell for these people who are me.
Tow things moved me towards a fusion of horizons; one, in all my moping these
commuters who speak less English than the door step fishermen at CH did not reject by
distancing themselves (shoot I can’t convince the large person next to me to keep his left
bun off my right thigh), consider at the first rest stop 10Pm. I did not want to eat my eyes
were fixed on the bus door about 100 feet distant waiting for it to open so my self-pity
only misery could end. Then I opened my mind and realized that standing under the eave
in the downpour at my feet squatting to the left was a smoking man waiting to, the
constant bump on my right was another man waiting under the same eave with his
girlfriend. I was with them and they were with me. And in that moment we had solidarity
in purpose, hope, and intent MND – fusion of horizons.
** another new understanding: poverty is relative to a specific community and state of
demoralization. These people don’t feel poor. Two of the most vibrant joy-filled riders on
the bus lived in a bamboo shanty-town their clothes were neat, pressed, and clean, their
hair impeccable, their posture erect and engaging , yet they lived not in filth or squalor,
but bamboo huts with arguably the bare necessities. In my sunset hotel I got here early
enough to see that the doormen sleep in the lobby and housekeeping by six or more in
bunk beds in a typical room. The café recommended to me by the desk clerks had
waitresses who slept in the café entryway, yet at SSH after checking in , wow they are so
grateful to serve and almost demanded that they clean my room, when I thought to give
them a break. Poverty is a local phenomena and state of demoralization, these workers
were not demoralized but rich in gratitude to do the most menial tasks.
Myi Cho
Re pagoda: MC said, “The pagoda is history and museum chronologically,” a historical
narrative, prominent in the largess is the Buddha story. At Bago, we watched about 15
teen novices actually stopping at each mural (see pic) and reading silently. They came to
where we stood, and MC actually started talking loudly (so they could hear) as he
explained to me obviously his exaggerated interpretation of what the mural meant, 500
stories in all but each pagoda I went to had a different variety or subset of the 500, but the
biggest were the same, see pic of reclining Buddha’s story. The narrative identity of a
Buddhist peoples especially their personal crises, joys and sorrow as expressed in the 500
stories of Buddha. For instance, the woman rose with the deer and shot by a hunter who
mistook her for a deer. MC noted that’s about how we mistake friend for foe, and
reminder to judge not based on a glimpse of who the other appears rather on who they
truly are – character. Or, the story of the one who chopped off a finger to avoid “bad
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karma”, and also the story of earth conquering the forces of evil attempting to keep
Gautama from Nibbana. The pagoda is identity formation. All are allegories to apply to
one’s self and identity formation today as Nibbana is “wished” for tomorrow.
Po Cho
11/7/09 running out of money! Have to hold back on tipping or skip a meal, or find a visa
exchange. I’ll check out the big hotels maybe skip on Internet usage, big hotels might
take visa.
** Journal intimate reflction of my own narrative: interesting how the journal becomes a
part of data collection but also one of the only tools to express my own narrative given no
community in the field. Intimate research and no safe means for identity making of the
research that is me.
** yesterday went to a silver and gold smith with PC. gold conversation with PC at 30
cave pagoda. I was sharing my new understanding that some writers suggest that merit
making is purely aesthetic and detrimental to Myanma’s economic development, a waste
of resources. Yet what I see is more complex gold-leaf is an industry that is part of a
chain of custom jobs that end with average men being able to maintain the pagoda’s
which are part prayer hall, wish fulfillment and recreation area where young and old
gather to retreat from life for awhile finding peace and metta. A whole nation sharing
their Buddhism at pagodas, shared identity making, not just “religious” iconography,
rather respect and reverence for a mutual goal of transformation. All because of some
men pounding gold plating. Every pagoda we visited had considerable local-tourism, and
on holy days they are packed like Disneyland.
Bell
I rang the bell and said a prayer, it is a luck tradition so I just threw in the prayer, luck
dispensed when one rings the bell once each for Buddha, Dhamma, and sangha, the
ringing is spreading the wish for luck to all those who hear.
Po Cho’s dad was in the air force, radar operator. We had a conversation about my dad
being a radar repair tech. he lives in government housing with his wife 6 year old and dad
who has Alzheimer’s. he’s grateful yet believes his government makes stupid decisions,
one being the Ne Win pagoda which no civilians go to. The Shwedagon pagoda is like a
park free for Burmans but foreigners pay not sure why.
Mit win, my Shwedagon pagoda guide, spoke of learning Pali canons as very difficult we
had a conversation about my Greek and Hebrew he said his focus was on memory of
precepts and rules for living (see pi cot 8 precepts in case).
Sayadawa Kavinda
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20/7/09 U Kavinda: san Jose meditation center, talking about psychology, what he means
is a little different than our normal use of psychology, behavior etc., he means the way
we learn Dhamma teaching, the practice of using the senses to learn Dhamma, he
identified 23 different ways that we learn and how Buddhists teach mediators to process
the information gained from meditation that is through the lens of what he calls
psychology.
U Kavinda speaking of one of the frustrations for monks, “people come to me that want
to convert to Buddhism, I tell them Buddha was a man not God, you don’t just turn right
then left, Buddhism is practice and meditation from one life to another, not about
converting, about one rebirth to another, Buddhism is changing who you are not changing
religions.” We laughed together as spiritual leaders in solidarity on that point.
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Appendix G: Pilot Study Transcription
Partner: Ashin Dhammapiya (D); Researcher: Beryl Banks (B); numbers are for
organization only
1. Beryl - So my question is that I would like to learn how it is that the monks what it is
that causes or their reference to be able to sustain such actions to help the people of
Burma not just spiritually but to help them resolve social injustice? the reason for me
behind that is that as Christians we’re not very consistent we have a lot to learn and
come to a new understanding of ourselves as we look at the monks …
2. Dhammapiya – we can explain it with one is the traditional approach and secondly is
the spiritually approach, traditionally means the Burmese is the monks training
system a really encouraged at a young age I suppose since I become novice monk
formally for somebody at the age of 8 so because at a young age (?) do not know
what really objective or whatever but traditionally we appreciate admire whatever our
elder brother or sister the monks one way or the other we like it their behavior, every
boy at least wants to become a young monk, so some are going back some stay in
there some sustain there since we live in the monastery at that time we learn the
Buddhist doctrine … doctrine of course teaching inspire us whatever the things it is
how we live peacefully how we can do so many things, we learn, later on suppose the
age of 12 to 15-16 we just continue as we learned, we call the third degree, …
Burmese tradition also teach us they really appreciate the people, students to be
positive example in society to promote whatever things, particular way we uplift and
to sustain because later we learned monk we learn English and special monastery
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work and the other duties so that we are sustaining … anyway traditionally so many
boys become this monk, and then of course more than 50% almost 80% going back to
lay life, and the other remaining ? Remaining of course country small but monks
remaining strong, so it looks a lot of monks the things that way are working but later
on the quality, the tradition trying to encourage the monks to occupy so they work or
they study so one way or another they are encouraged to sustain, the study never end
it go on some people to tired If you want to learn, we stop studying otherwise we
continue to work some are amazing since we learn at age of 10, 14, 15, doctrine is so
huge so broad, …
3. B – much bigger than what we call the Old Testament or New Testament
4. D – much more, another thing is that the study monks occupy with the humanity
work, “braheita” such as like the Chinese formation to help Nargis cyclone children’s
doing like that often among no parents and some helping and education one thing is
like disadvantage not very rich so the monks not very much access to action, suppose
what you said monks make so much effort to take time, every village monastery,
some village so big so huge, 10,000 houses two monasteries so these is how the
monks is sustaining… another thing is that spiritually we … how you call …
traditional way is to inspire us, also morally the monastery group, we try to value the
things for simple example we don’t blame those who want to live go back to the
living life, its ok sometimes they cannot sustain the life, so whoever still sustains the
life we take care of each other, keeping the ? Morally as green as pure as strong
whatever, traditionally taking care of each other community that way (?) your mind is
a draw back to the living life we talk like friends, of course here is because the life is
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quite complicated, if they can find a job quite easily, most of the monks is farmers
because the work is too hard, work too hard, for me already well trained well
educated well sustained, fortunately the mind is running too much
5. B – sound like you have a community where you are caring for each other, I don’t
experience as a protestant pastor because seldom contact with other … but I wonder if
it is similar to a priest, I have to contact a priest to see if a similar thing that sense of
caring for each other
6. D – you see Burma is politically because they don’t’ have much contact because
government prohibit such thing the monk cannot help don’t have any cell phone
amazing that is why last time several the monks really so much frustrated no TV no
radio the community is unique we see the things we don’t go one by one to see
another next day where will you o together next day amazing big crowd, if we had
phone more than that, several the monks everyone is more than that maybe 10 times,
no telephone no cell phone (laughing) even the so calm that community strength
7. B – 50K monks and yet there were out of what the 500K so if there were phones
8. D- yeah if there were phones 10 times (laugh) 20 times, that way of course Burma is
not improved so much in economy that we are traditionally depends on how we
would interplay improve or not improve means some tradition sustains the old value
sometimes we totally inclined in the modern condition depends on the education that
way actually Burmese monks sustain, not all you might ask is everyone happy, almost
everyone is ok we can’t say happy or not they are peacefully live peacefully study
that is OK, that means happy, we interpret they are OK if they are happy
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9. B – I guess it would depend on the monk you study under too, the monk study under
could be more introverted, the one you study under could be more extroverted toward
caring for people versus one that more into the contemplation part,
10. D – yeah yeah, whether you notice or not Buddhist the proper training, that’s another
thing three trainings (?) morally how you life and fit in monastery it depends on the
monastery you cannot do this why should not and so on, these are like leading in
order to of course this monastery rule are training for bodily behavior and mentally
behavior we have to promote another step we call “Samadhi” concentration
meditation training,
11. B – how do you spell that?
12. D – Samadhi … prassama (first) there were mentor training many people actually
come to be interest in this mediation is actually technique we try to apply regardless
of application religion we don’t need to mention Buddha or Christ or whatever, we
just train our mind using technique so that the mind can get peace instead of stable
and watching our minds when we are weak point, see how our minds are in the play
the meditation can see, mostly in this world people are looking all the time
researching outside never inside
13. B- we try to get that across in Christian prayer but most mainline Christian groups
don’t have a theology of the spirit I think because we don’t have a theology of the
spirit we don’t we think of mediation as something lese, it think that if we were in
touch with what’s inside which often involve listening right
14. D – yeah right, actually we can say listening to something is a little bit because
traditionally you can end up with one way or another actually try to be aware doesn’t
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mean only listening it doesn’t mean any result trying to be aware, this could be if you
meditate we think since we are young we are part of concentrating, this we call
conventional truth … he’s a man he’s a monk agreement, the other we call ultimate
reality, ultimate reality does not depend on what we think what we learn, what we
feel but penetrate deep into things even our education, many people use mind body,
mind body, when we are mind body we always see in this form, according to this
alternate view the mind is beyond that, not just the outer appearance of my body,
sometimes we use it physical phenomena, that position try to go beyond the ideology,
nor more ideology, because in a sense your body is identity, physical phenomenon
beyond that … meditation is one way or another we encourage yogi’s to do their own
research to discover what we have known yet, but we think we know already, so
many things we don’t know yet.
15. B – on of our biggest philosophers is, I study with Dr. Herda, one of the big
philosopher we have is Paul Ricoeur, he talks about this experience of oneself as
another getting past our own identity in order to experience the other, so when you
mentioned getting past our own shell, to be aware of something past our own identity,
it made me think about that …
16. D – we are still on the way to discover, discover is like physic chemistry, suppose this
fruit (grabbing an apple on the table) you can suppose this fruit has an identity,
orange whatever, if you try to (?) into it go deeper not more identity, element,
element does not mean the form something our body is go deeper and deeper,
sometimes language is very limited we cant explain what we mean, gentlemen he is
nice, whatever, is very good, sometimes language cannot cover his attitude,
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sometimes especially religiously we are hard to get at the proper language to go
beyond the language, mediation technique is like this. The way of "moksha" is the
union with the god, spiritual soul and identical should, there is an integration, the
Buddhist is a different way to end up because we are totally free from any kind of
existence and suffering, we use it doesn’t mean nothing remains in identical form.
17. B – that the place that’s the awareness you want
18. D- even place means identity is still there, … this orange is a place, the other one
Buddhist go to nirvana, what is produced, we humans are living in human society, we
are programmed with this truth, what we think based on form and smell and shape,
that’s what we call (senses) based on this we get …
19. B – my first thought was when you started talking about meditation ...it is that place
of meditation where you first experienced a sense of care for the people of Burma, in
the monastery, but it sounds like you are saying, that might be some place else,
20. D – actually this is the Buddhist way of training is different, we call compassion, we
try to promote our teachers to care for other beings equal to us, that kind of technique
we call how to live “nobly about “ love towards other people, compassion, joy, this
living society we call one living in the traditional world, religious world, living
fundamentally, those who want to go beyond that we call enlightenment, enlightened
beings beyond that level,
21. B – so enlightened being are able to live a more profound compassionate …
22. D- this one can also do this normally but the other studying people maybe someday
they can do compassion, maybe someday face difficulties, university life, someday
not care, those enlightenment beings have an unshakable belief. Their mind is used to
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unshakable no matter the difficulty, this one is in this world. …Religious view … one
thing I appreciate about Einstein, he think that this technique, the world is to
dangerous to live in not because of people who do evil but because of people who sit
and let it happen.
23. B – yeah
24. D – you see, … sometimes our religious leader say you should not do evil but it is
not, doing, it is the people who sit and let it happen …
25. B – that’s what led me to follow this path for my dissertation because I looked out
and saw in our world 4.9B people who said they have some faith and yet that’s like
43 out of 50 have faith but everywhere in the world there is social injustice, a whole
lot of people sitting and doing another, especially with Christianity Jesus said the
greatest commandant to Love God … and love your neighbor as yourself.
26. D- yeah, yeah, that’s great golden rule but one thing is like you are also religious
leader, Ashin same thing, we can proclaim but belief system is personal choice, we
don’t have to just work for our own community, own belief system if we believe this
is narrow mind it, we should not do because you do brighter humanity award actually
our (/) real essence compassion is not all six of religion people, it doesn’t mean
whoever we support we must follow our religions, no it should not mean the world
we be more people touched one another sometimes religious leaders because of their
view only this system is the best that’s why we follow or encourage people to follow
our system, doesn’t matter Buddhist, Christians, all religions in my opinion the same,
we humans support and respect each other your belief traditional system this is your
way, but the real human needs are respect friendship .. Some not want to follow any
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system because some leaders take advantage fighting quarreling whatever, for the
sake of the belief system, but sometimes for their own benefit,
27. B – some abbots fighting, … we are all subject to the suffering we are trying to get
away form, yes, we’re probably the worst a lot of pastors are building their own little
kingdoms for themselves, but for the people
28. D – nowadays we really appreciate you, we promote our human belief system,
personal choice, this religion and this, … beyond that is spiritually (?)
29. B- I am wondering what did you learn at the foot of the monk you learned … what
led you in 2007 to go out help out the victims in cyclone Nargis was there something
...this unshakable belief what about Dr. Dhammapiya, was there a moment you said I
have to go out and help?
30. D- usually I am living abroad, and then because (Oh your not here full time) usually
I’m in my mission an not here fulltime, this is our regular job routine, at that time I
was in Burma when typhoon hit, my monastery severely hit, all roofs knocked in,
trees fall down, we just preparing whatever we can do we don’t pay any attention to
lay down whatever, we just do we can do, … (call comes in) that call people who
need help clothes whatever, our policy is spiritual formation all tings or nothing no
one die in our monastery compare to conditions we go whatever we can afford to do,
we humans me too, you too, spiritual heart there but (?) more ripen time to arise for
whatever the thing to do, for me awakening, not purposefully plan to go to reason
coincidently,
31. B- but still it wasn’t 500 monks involved, 500,000 monks in hurricane relief,
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32. D- actually not all because not educated are learning students cannot go anywhere
only the those no part to do, those who can encourage they are willing to do it, before
the typhoon, already other disasters for months, sometimes because of the
government they are afraid to gather together
33. B – it reminded me of when I was, I don’t know if you remember when the verdict
was read for Rodney king I was in LA at the time 30 miles away when I saw pictures
on TV I really wanted to go to help and calm people down, but I really didn’t want to
do it by the next day I went down just to write peoples story, so the next day I did, but
it is not the same as delivering bags of rice, and like you did, organizing like a
spiritual leader, that was an awesome event, but I felt kind of powerless in LA.
Different situation
34. D – anyway sometimes situations motivate us to … so anyways you what your
questions,
35. B- I interweave my questions in to the conversation
36. D – I am willing to help
37. B – the whole idea of the mediation, but the compassion is the the world sees,
anything else that connects the compassion connected to teacher at foot of the monks
38. D – in general every human had compassion but it is hidden not active, because of
religion, some how the spiritually trying to promote the minds to be open to benefit
those who have compassion and for other doctrine, teaching will help one way or
another, compassion of course regardless of condition or different conditions people
work hard they get to anyway but certain conditions nature compassion greater than
usual, but someone might argue that everyone has compassion but not active, then
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only for your sake, attitude one way or another I have food at least I can share 50 t o
50 , but if I don’t have any compassion I say your not me, human training no doubt
one way or another compassion strengthen some people are really selfish, indeed
equally form religions perspective if we share our certain things not equally, but I’m a
lazy man cannot, but if at least certain amount I can provide
39. B – and you have the support of the other monks,
40. D - Some are quiet but not reject but positive appreciate and some not really active,
and some spiritual support not so bad,
41. B – we use the phrase the business of life, you see, to have a system where you can
shed the busyness, when I was pastor in a church stuff would heap up and I would
encourage others to do the busy work, seems like there’s a consistency for a lead
monk, always have a mission component,
42. D – we are living in society sometimes, but because some are spiritually weak they
are willing to go back to the living life, but we can understand because we move in
amongst, even though I taken in all the closest I’m still sustaining
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